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T. book has had a long gestation. Not only did I have the idea for 
it over a decade ago,! its inception dates back even further to 1972 when, 
as an undergraduate at Barnard College, I went to work for Margaret 
Mead at the American Museum of Natural History. I had encountered 
her even earlier as a child when I read People and Places, a book she had 
written for children that described anthropology and what archaeologists 
and anthropologists do.” Reading about Eskimos living in the icy expanse 
of northern Canada and Ashanti children growing up in the tropical heat 
of West Africa was a welcome escape from the summer doldrums of life 
in 1960s Midwest America. 

Eventually, I rediscovered anthropology in college. I also learned at that 
time that Mead employed students; I was hired to be her “administrative 
assistant,” thereby entering the ranks of a large cadre of young women 
and men who have worked for her over the course of her lengthy career 
at the museum.’ The job entailed organizing her daily schedule, finalizing 
her speaking engagements (in conjunction with a speakers’ bureau), and 
compiling her travel itineraries. It also meant that sometimes I ended up 
hemming her unraveled skirt while she waited for a taxi to take her to 
the airport, or that I was rudely awakened by a phone call from her at 5 
a.m., wondering where some piece of work that she was ready to attend 
to was. Sometimes I was actually able to travel with her. Not just to her 
talk show appearances in New York City, but also to the United Nations 
Conference on the Environment in Stockholm, Sweden, and American 
Anthropology Association meetings where I had a chance to observe pro- 
fessional anthropologists in action. 

Mead could be unpredictable and quixotic to work for (she was also 
highly organized and had a remarkable mind for details). When she was 
in the office, which varied considerably—sometimes she was traveling for 
several weeks or months at a time—there was always a great flurry of 
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activity that kept her three office assistants on the run.* I remember one 
occasion near Christmas when she had been particularly overbearing and 
demanding; she expected us to address her Christmas cards in time to be 
delivered before the holiday. (Each year her Christmas card was a differ- 
ent black and white photograph. One year the card was a photo of her 
two-year-old granddaughter Vanni Kassarjian clanging toy cymbals to- 
gether; another year it was a photograph of a New Guinea infant nestled 
safely in a bilum, the knotted net bags that New Guinea women use as 
baby carriers and to hold their garden produce.) This year the cards had 
come back late from the printer and we were rushing to get the envelopes 
addressed and off to the post office by the end of the day. Mead stormed 
out of the office (she was once described by a colleague as “the stormy 
petrel of anthropology,” and this day she certainly fit that description) 
and we could hear her loud footsteps echoing down the empty hall. A few 
minutes later the telephone rang. Mead was on the line. “Girls,” she said 
(her assistants were usually female—friends used to jokingly refer to us 
as “the Meadettes”), “I just want to warn you. I’ve discovered some mis- 
tletoe hanging from the ceiling in the entrance to the museum. Watch out 
when you leave tonight!” This bit of foolishness was her way of apologiz- 
ing to us for her brusque behavior. 

While working for Mead I decided that I wanted to become an anthro- 
pologist myself. When I started to take graduate courses in anthropology 
at Columbia University—where I continued to work for her as her teach- 
ing assistant’—I became acutely aware of the discrepancy between how 
the public viewed her and how many of her fellow anthropologists 
regarded her. 

While the public couldn’t get enough of her (especially in 1972 when 
she had just published her memoir, Blackberry Winter: My Earlier Years),° 
I soon realized how much she was disparaged and her work denigrated 
by some of her professional colleagues. My interest in understanding 
the dynamics of this gap—which at the time simply made me aware 
that in certain circumstances it was best not to announce that I worked 
for Mead—became a subject worthy of investigation when I began to 
teach anthropology. By this time, Mead had died, the Australia-based 
anthropologist Derek Freeman had published his infamous book Marga- 
ret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of an Anthropological 
Myth that criticized Mead’s Samoan research, and biographies and bio- 
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graphical films about Mead were beginning to appear. A plethora of 
different images and narratives about her circulated in the press and pro- 
fessional journals. 

Teaching courses in visual anthropology at the University of Southern 
California also prompted me to think more critically about the con- 
structed nature of ethnographic and documentary films, films that pur- 
ported to be representing reality.” I had been asked to be a consultant 
for two documentary films about Mead—Margaret Mead, Taking Note, 
directed by television journalist Ann Peck for PBS, and Margaret Mead: 
An Observer Observed, produced and directed by Rutgers historian Vir- 
ginia Yans—and had begun to think about the constructed nature of 
these, and other, visual portrayals of Mead’s life. 

The late 1980s and early 1990s were also a moment in the history of 
anthropology when ethnographic representations—the written descrip- 
tions of other cultures that anthropologists produced based upon their 
fieldwork—were coming under attack.’ The whole notion of representa- 
tion, whether visual or verbal, was the subject of intense scrutiny and 
debate. Thus, I became increasingly interested in analyzing the various 
ways that different individuals described Mead for different audiences." 

I have written about the paradox of the disjuncture between Mead’s 
public acclaim and her ambivalent professional reputation—what I have 
called her “liminal position” within anthropology—elsewhere.! This 
book represents my analysis of Mead as a cultural icon. More specifically, 
it is an analysis of the role of anthropology in twentieth-century America 
as seen through the lens of Mead’s celebrity and her role as a public intel- 
lectual. Although I do not dwell upon the theoretical or anthropological 
dimensions of my study of Mead and her relationship with the media in 
any detail, it is inherently anthropological. This is true in three regards. 
First, in that the study of fame, and its closely related cousin, celebrity, 
can be regarded as the study of a particular social practice, one that indi- 
viduals endow with cultural meaning. Fame, like power, entails a social 
relationship, directly between individual fans and “the famous” and indi- 
rectly as mediated through agents, producers, and the mass media. Sec- 
ond, fame is culturally and historically specific—who becomes famous at 
any given time, and for what reasons, is fundamentally a cultural ques- 
tion. Third, the study of Mead as a cultural icon is a symbolic study of 
the meanings associated with her that transcend or go beyond Mead. This 
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latter dimension of Mead’s fame is of particular interest. What was her 
cultural significance to the American public at different points in time? 
And what is her significance today? Finally, what does the iconization of 
Mead tell us about twentieth-century American society, and anthropolo- 
gy’s place in it? 
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Mead as American Icon 





. aman has as many social selves as there are individuals who 
recognize him and carry an image of him in their minds. 


—William James, The Principles of Psychology! 


M.a Mead was the best-known, and most controversial, 
anthropologist in twentieth-century America. Born in 1901, Mead died 
in 1978, thus her life spanned the greater part of the period Henry Luce 
first referred to as “the American century.” It is also the century in which 
the science of anthropology came to maturity. By the time of her death 
in 1978, Mead had become a media celebrity and an iconic figure who 
represented a range of different ideas, values, and beliefs to a broad spec- 
trum of the American public—critics and supporters alike. For many she 
also came to symbolize the discipline of anthropology, as she was the only 
anthropologist they had ever heard of. 

Her name as well as her image—that of a short (she was only 5 feet 2 
inches), stocky, gray-haired woman often dressed in a flowing cape, wear- 
ing sensible low-heeled shoes, and carrying a forked walking stick— 
had become recognizable to a large portion of the American public 
through her many appearances on television talk shows and her monthly 
column in Redbook magazine. Since her death, fellow anthropologist 
Derek Freeman’s allegation that Mead’s conclusions about Samoan cul- 
ture—first published in 1928 in her best-selling book Coming of Age in 
Samoa—were completely wrong precipitated a deluge of work both de- 
fending and condemning Mead and catapulted her name into the public 
arena once again.” 


2 Introduction 


Numerous books have been written about Mead, popular biographies 
as well as detailed analytic studies of her ethnographic work by social 
scientists. So, why another book about her? And why focus on Mead 
as an icon? 

One answer is because Mead was more than simply someone who “be- 
came famous for being famous” (as Daniel Boorstin once described twen- 
tieth-century celebrity)*—although there is no doubt that later in life 
many people recognized Mead’s name but had little idea of what she 
had actually done. In many respects Mead became what Ralph Waldo 
Emerson once called a “representative” figure, someone who has “a picto- 
rial or representative quality and serves us in the intellect.”* American 
popular culture is rife with representative figures such as George Washing- 
ton, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln, or more recently Martin 
Luther King Jr., John F. Kennedy, and movie stars such Marilyn Monroe 
and John Wayne. Each of these individuals represents something more in 
American culture than simply their own personal achievements or the 
roles they played, either in American history or American movies. Like 
the culture heroes and mythic figures of other cultures whom anthropolo- 
gists have traditionally studied, public figures like Mead serve our cul- 
ture’s need for heroes and heroines—persons we can imbue with larger- 
than-life expectations and embrace as symbols of cherished or new 
values—or as enemies of them.° 

This book is neither a biography nor a hagiography of Mead. It does 
not present a detailed chronological account of Mead’s life. Instead, it 
shares common goals with several other recent studies of American cul- 
tural icons such as Garry Wills’s study of John Wayne, Paige Baty’s analy- 
sis of Marilyn Monroe, Ronald Steel’s investigation of the American pub- 
lic’s “romance” with Robert Kennedy, and Larry McMurtry’s essays 
about Buffalo Bill, Annie Oakley, and the beginnings of superstardom in 
America.’ Like these studies, as well as others that deal specifically with 
the notion of icondom such as Wayne Koestenbaum’s personal reverie 
about Jacqueline Onassis and Tina Brown’s The Diana Chronicles; Carl 
Rollyson and Lisa Paddock’s Susan Sontag: The Making of an Icon; and 
Brenda Silver’s interpretation of the British literary icon, Virginia Woolf,’ 
my aim is to understand what Margaret Mead came to represent to the 
American public and why she was embraced by so many people, to such 
a great extent that when she died Time magazine described her as “fond 
grandmother to the global village.”? In short, this book is a study of the 
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Figure Intro. 1 Garry Trudeau, Doonesbury cartoon, 1973. (Courtesy 
Universal Press Syndicate) 


different images of Margaret Mead that have circulated in American pop- 
ular culture during the twentieth century and the meanings ascribed to 
the different “social selves” individuals have attributed to her. By image 
I mean both visual and verbal representations that people (journalists, 
writers, advertisers, photographers, painters, scholars) have created of 
Mead and the responses to these representations by different segments of 
American society. 

In her youth the press characterized Margaret Mead as having studied 
the “flapper of the South Seas” and promoted her best-selling book Com- 
ing of Age in Samoa as a description of Samoan youths’ carefree lives 
of free love under the palms trees. By middle age her name appeared in 
crossword puzzles and cartoons in popular newspapers and middlebrow 
magazines, while the mature Mead was the subject of a grassroots move- 
ment to draft her as a candidate for president in 1971 as well as a frequent 
guest on late night television talk shows and a character in Hair, Broad- 
way’s first “tribal love rock musical.” Posthumously, her image has ap- 
peared on everything from sugar packets to feminist heroine trading 
cards, at Disney’s Epcot Center (one of five famous scientists), and on a 
U.S. postage stamp in a series that commemorates the 1920s. Today, the 
American Museum of Natural History includes her as one of its treasures, 
the only person in a list that includes fossilized dinosaur eggs, meteorites, 
and rare uncut emeralds." 

Even after she died her name made newspaper headlines as a result of 
philosopher Allan Bloom’s critique of her in The Closing of the American 
Mind as exemplary of the worst of American liberalism and fellow an- 
thropologist Derek Freeman’s attack on the veracity of her Samoan re- 
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search in Coming of Age in Samoa." In the mid-1990s, she was even 
transmogrified by Australian playwright David Williamson into the mis- 
guided antagonist in Heretic, a play about the Mead-Freeman controversy 
that received rave reviews when it opened in Sydney.” 

Mead remains an icon to this day, aided largely by the advent of the 
Internet. Her name and face can be found on numerous Web sites, espe- 
cially those that list pithy quotes and humorous Meadisms.'’ One phrase 
in particular has captured people’s imagination: “Never doubt that a 
small group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world; in- 
deed, it is the only thing that ever has.”!* As we will see, because this 
statement expresses core values that many Americans associate with 
themselves and with America—such as the importance of community and 
of grassroots initiative, along with the idea that individuals have the free- 
dom to shape and change their own lives—Mead too has come to symbol- 
ize these values to a range of different groups and individuals. 

Finally, at the end of the millennium and for the centenary celebration of 
Mead’s birth in 2001, pundits, journalists, and scholars reassessed Mead’s 
contributions to anthropology and to American society. While as a result 
of the brouhaha Derek Freeman caused over Mead’s reputation, Time 
magazine evaluated her as an equivocal icon of twentieth-century Ameri- 
can science, other individuals such as historian Susan Ware selected Mead 
unequivocally as one of seven outstanding popular heroines who helped 
to shape “the American century.”! These contradictory assessments of 
Mead are typical of the diametrically opposite reactions she engendered 
throughout her life. And it is exactly these differing responses that make 
Mead such an intriguing and important subject of study in the develop- 
ment of twentieth-century American intellectual and cultural history. 


Mead as Public Anthropologist 


Although Margaret Mead’s name is most commonly associated with the 
study of what used to be called primitive people—in large part because 
she first became known to the public through her books about Samoa 
and New Guinea—her role in American society as a public intellectual 
was based on her ability to apply anthropological data, methods, and 
insights to the elucidation of problems and issues Americans faced as they 
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adjusted to the rapid changes of the twentieth century. Because of this 
latter role—that of social critic and commentator on contemporary Amer- 
ican society—Mead became a media celebrity. 

By the time she died, Mead had spent more time thinking, writing, and 
talking about American culture—crisscrossing the United States many 
times over giving public lectures and professional talks—than she had 
spent doing fieldwork in far-off places. But her perspective on American 
culture was firmly grounded in a cultural relativism that her early field- 
work in South Pacific cultures had afforded her, thus giving her a unique 
and timely vantage point. Mead brought to her role of social commenta- 
tor a compelling and provocative combination: the knowledge of non- 
Western societies that afforded her new perspectives on human behavior 
coupled with her ability to use insights derived from these cultures to offer 
Americans new ways to think about their own society. As we will see, 
Mead developed this successful formula at the beginning of her career 
with the publication of her first book, Coming of Age in Samoa, and 
practiced it throughout her life. Underlying this strategy was her flair at 
communicating her insights in easily understood and entertaining prose— 
both in books and when speaking before an audience. 

In 2005, Catherine Besterman and Hugh Gusterson, editors of Why 
America’s Top Pundits Are Wrong: Anthropologists Talk Back, dedicated 
their volume to Margaret Mead and Franz Boas as “pioneers of public 
anthropology.” Furthermore, they published the book “out of the convic- 
tion that it is time for anthropologists to reclaim Margaret Mead’s legacy 
and find our voice as public intellectuals once more.” 16 

One of the goals of this book is to elucidate the nature of that legacy— 
how and why Mead developed into a prominent public intellectual—and 
to show how Mead embodied and anticipated important developments in 
twenty-first-century anthropology, in particular the arena of what today is 
referred to as public anthropology. Different from applied anthropol- 
ogy—a subfield of anthropology that emerged after World War II as a 
result of the wartime activities of anthropologists such as Mead who had 
applied anthropological methods and insights to the solution of problems 
facing the United States government and its allies, such as morale build- 
ing, the rationing of food, and such'’—public anthropology is broader in 
scope and more activist in orientation. Its aim is to apply anthropological 
methods not only to projects sponsored by governmental or international 
organizations, but also to issues of concern to a wide range of social sec- 
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tors, including those initiated by the subjects of research themselves. 
Moreover, public anthropologists aim to make the theoretical and de- 
scriptive insights of anthropology available in more accessible forms— 
the Internet, popular press, video and CDs, and so forth—and see their 
audience not only as government officials, administrators, or other ex- 
perts and professionals, but also as the broader public.'® 

Mead was in the vanguard of this contemporary orientation. As a result 
of her research on children in Samoa and New Guinea, Mead became an 
expert on the lives of primitive children and child development, sharing 
her expertise with professionals in the fields of psychology, early child- 
hood development, and pediatrics. But she also wrote popular articles for 
Parents magazine, spoke at YWCAs and parents’ associations, and was 
interviewed widely on the radio and in the popular press, because she 
had things to say about contemporary American children based on her 
insights. She was a founding member of SIPI (Scientists’ Institute for Pub- 
lic Information), an organization dedicated to public outreach. In her sev- 
enties she was particularly concerned with issues of air quality, urbaniza- 
tion, and the potentially harmful effects of nuclear energy. She educated 
herself on these topics and spoke about them at congressional hearings 
and wrote about them in her column for Redbook magazine. Her perspec- 
tive on these issues was global. Long before other Americans thought in 
global terms, Mead was concerned about the impact of Western techno- 
logical developments on the world as a whole.” 

An important premise of this book is that Mead became a media celeb- 
rity—indeed, a cultural icon—because of her skill at translating anthropo- 
logical insights garnered from non-Western societies into meaningful and 
accessible critiques of American society. Moreover, she did so at a time 
when the United States was poised to take on a new role as world leader 
and in a manner—utilizing various forms of mass media that she engaged 
with humor and self-assurance—that afforded her a unique opportunity 
to have her voice heard as a public anthropologist. 


Four Iconic Images of Mead 


I focus on four categories of images that recur in media representations of 
Mead throughout her career and interpret what the various responses to 
them symbolize and tell us about American society. The categories are 
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Mead as Modern Woman, Mead as Anthropologist, Mead as Scientist, and 
Mead as Public Intellectual and Celebrity. These iconic images represent 
roles, values, and ideas that were important to various segments of Ameri- 
can society at different points during the course of the twentieth century. 

Each of the following chapters focuses on one of these four images of 
Mead and the historical contexts in which they appeared. Since in realty 
these images are never strictly separated one from the other, each image 
also contributes to and is inflected by the others. By the end of the book 
I hope to have shown how the density of these four categories of images 
combined and recombined to create a sense of Mead as bigger than life. 
This is how icons are created. One image upon another, the repetition of 
certain ideas, statements, and anecdotes about a person becomes both 
tropes and identifying characteristics; they are the stuff of caricature and 
iconization. Nor were these images static. It is significant that unlike the 
relatively unchanging meanings associated with the images of John Wayne 
or Marilyn Monroe, for example, as Mead grew older and times changed, 
the images of her—and their meanings—changed as well. 


Mead as Cultural Icon 


When Time magazine identified Margaret Mead as “an American icon” 
in 1999, what exactly did they mean?” And why have I chosen to use the 
term icon, especially since it has received much criticism because of its 
increased use in the 1990s by academics and journalists alike? Humorist 
Russell Baker has bemoaned the fact that “this lovely word, with its odor 
of incense . . . is now reduced to a pretentious way for depraved language 
butchers to speak of computer cartoons and entertainers and athletes once 
dismissed as ‘heroes’ or ‘stars.’ ”! At the risk of sounding clichéd, I have 
chosen to use the term cultural icon to describe Mead precisely because 
of its use in popular discourse. William Safire has very helpfully identified 
three current uses of icon. The simplest is “a graphic representation of an 
idea” (the example he gives is computer icons). The second meaning is a 
“symbol, a sign that represents, or a token that stands for something 
else.” The third meaning is an “idol.” By this Safire means “a living idol, 
a superstar,” and the related subset of “media celebrity, the famous famed 
for being famous. ”” Both Safire’s second and third definitions express the 
sense in which the term has been used to refer to Mead. 
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Aspects of Mead’s status as cultural icon are also similar to those 
Brenda Silver has identified for Virginia Woolf. Silver suggests that 
Woolf’s elevation to the status of a “transgressive cultural icon” in the 
1960s and “the contradictory often vehement, responses provoked by it,” 
are the result of Woolf’s location on the borders between high culture 
and popular culture.” Mead also has incited a range of contradictory 
responses, largely because she too occupies similar multiple, often-contra- 
dictory sites in our cultural discourses: American intellectual and best- 
selling author/media celebrity, innovative ethnographer and popularizer 
of anthropology, dedicated social scientist and outspoken social critic, 
bourgeois liberal and staunch Episcopalian, undeclared feminist and pro- 
ponent of the family, professional career woman and champion of moth- 
erhood, a woman successful in a man’s world, feminine and masculine, 
heterosexual and homosexual. 

Her iconicity is the result in part of her ability to cross boundaries that 
usually separate an individual known primarily for her intellectual and 
scholarly contributions from the world of popular or mass culture. 
Mead’s portrait at Disney’s Epcot Center—where she symbolizes science 
(and women scientists in particular)—or in an ad for the Wall Street Jour- 
nal certainly represent the iconization of her image. The ad’s creators 
assumed that readers would recognize Mead as an important intellectual, 
who not only used a computer (or would have, had personal computers 
been easily available in her lifetime), but who also relied on newspapers, 
in particular, the Wall Street Journal, for information. And, if Mead did, 
so should others. The ad used the fact that Mead’s image and name had 
become associated with intelligence and expertise. At the very least, the 
ad’s creators may have figured that even if people did not recognize 
Mead’s image or name they would nonetheless assume that she was some- 
one famous, knowledgeable, and important. 

So too does the use of a photograph of Mead by the American Museum 
of Natural History in its catalogue of the museum’s fifty greatest trea- 
sures. The photograph shows Mead in Bali smiling intently at a Balinese 
baby held in her mother’s arms. As we will see, pictures like this reproduce 
the image of the maternal Mead, an image that speaks to her focus on the 
anthropological study of children and parents and also to the media’s 
portrayal of her as “mother (and later, grandmother) to the world.” 

To speak of Mead as an icon is neither to trivialize her achievements 
nor to dehumanize her by reducing her to a symbol, but rather to suggest 
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Figure Intro. 2 Wall Street Journal ad, 2001. (Courtesy Dow Jones and 
Company, Inc.) 
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Figure Intro. 3A frequently reproduced image of Mead peering at a Balinese 
baby, 1958. (Courtesy of Ken Heyman) 


that she has achieved a particularly distinct role in American culture, that 
of a representative figure. As such over the course of her lifetime, as well 
as after her death, images of her have circulated in popular culture and 
scholarly arenas that function as referents to Mead the person and also 
to various sets of ideas that she has come to represent to different publics 
and different viewers. 

Time magazine also reminds us that “iconoclasm is inherent in every 
icon, and heroes can wear different faces in the afterlives granted them by 
history and remembrance.”*° Long before Derek Freeman published his 
critique of her, Mead had been a controversial figure within academia and 
among the wider public. There was the paradox of her public acclaim 
versus some of her profession’s dismissal of her work. Why was someone 
who was so highly regarded by much of mainstream American society— 
including presidents and pundits—often denigrated within her own or re- 
lated disciplines? I explore the nature of this paradox in terms of academic 
anthropology’s aversion to popularization, the politics of academia, and 
the pros and cons of Mead’s main theoretical orientation, culture and per- 
sonality, as well as its later manifestation, the study of national character.” 
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I also suggest that the contradictory meanings associated with Mead pro- 
vide insight into the changing character of twentieth-century American 
society—and the role anthropology has played in it—with regard to social 
issues such as race, ethnic identity, and sexual variation. 


Mead and the Media 


Through the mass media—first newspapers and magazines, then radio 
and television, and finally through film and the Internet—Margaret Mead 
acquired a legendary, even mythic status in American culture in the twen- 
tieth and twenty-first centuries. Her books, of course, have played an 
important role as well. Without the books she wrote Mead would never 
have become as famous as she did, but fewer people ever actually read 
Mead’s books than saw her on television, read her column in Redbook 
magazine, or heard her speak at a lecture or over the radio. 

To look at the media in relationship to Mead is to acknowledge the 
dominant role that visual media in particular have come to play as myth- 
making mechanisms in American culture. Technological developments in 
the nineteenth century, such as the camera—first daguerreotype, then dry- 
plate photography, and eventually film and the motion picture camera— 
heralded what scholars have identified as a “pictorial turn” in Western 
culture.” What they mean by this phrase is that these and other technologi- 
cal innovations provided the means to easily reproduce, preserve, transmit, 
and rapidly disseminate images. As a result, by the twentieth century every- 
day life in America and Europe increasingly came to be dominated by 
images—first in newspapers, magazines, and on billboards, postcards, and 
other ephemera—and then in the second half of the twentieth century on 
the television screen and now over the Internet.”® This plethora of images 
contributed to America’s celebrity-focused culture, and to Mead’s fame. 


The Culture of Celebrity 


It is difficult these days not to see or hear a reference to celebrities or our 
“culture of celebrity,” or to read that everyone in America wants to be a 
celebrity—to have their “fifteen minutes of fame” that Andy Warhol 
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spoke of—or to be associated with someone famous. That this is the case 
has much to do with the media and the creation of visual images. Thus, 
one result of the “pictorial turn” has been the ability to create what Daniel 
Boorstin has identified as “pseudo-events.” Boorstin suggested that over 
the course of the twentieth century the “business” of modern American 
society became the creation of illusions and images with which we deceive 
ourselves. This business—the creation of pseudo-events and celebrities 
(the individual equivalents, according to Boorstin, of pseudo-events)—he 
said, feeds a desire the American public has for excitement and helps to 
sustain its insatiable appetite for extravagant expectations. It was enabled 
through the activities of public relations firms, press agents, the news 
media, popular magazines, advertising, gossip, and political rhetoric.” 

Since Boorstin first articulated his ideas over forty years ago, other 
scholars of American culture and celebrity have delineated the intimate 
connections between the increasing importance of the visual image, indus- 
trial capitalism, and the culture of consumption that characterizes modern 
American society.” They have also documented the shift in American cul- 
ture from a focus on the hero or heroine, once renowned for something 
he or she actually did, to the cult of the celebrity characterized by the 
commodification of personality and style over substance. Scholars such 
as Neil Postman and Neal Gabler, who have looked critically at the long- 
term effects of mass media and the entertainment industries on American 
culture, have shown us in great detail the degree of degradation that pub- 
lic discourse has suffered and the extent to which “Real Life” has been 
turned into entertainment (even before the onslaught of Reality TV) as a 
result of our insatiable appetite for the pseudo-events and celebrity stories 
that Boorstin first outlined.*! 

The rise of a culture of celebrity in twentieth-century America is rele- 
vant to an understanding of Margaret Mead’s fame and the meaning she 
came to have to different groups of Americans. As Richard Schickel has 
said of celebrity, which he sees as the most vital, as well as the most dis- 
torting, force in contemporary American society: “[it is] the principle 
source of motive power in putting across ideas of every kind—social, po- 
litical, aesthetic, moral. Famous people are used as symbols for these 
ideas, or become famous for being symbols of them. ”?? 

When Mead’s daughter, Mary Catherine Bateson, was about twelve, 
she complained that it was hard to have “a ‘half-famous’ mother because 
when I assume that people know who you are, so often they don’t.” 
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She said that in 1950, just before Mead became a frequent presence on 
television talk shows and in popular magazines such as Life, Time, Red- 
book, and the New Yorker, so much so that one journalist referred to 
her as “a household name.” Although Mead subsequently became even 
more widely known in post-World War II America, she had already 
achieved a degree of fame with the publication of Coming of Age in 
Samoa that was quite unusual—especially for an anthropologist—while 
still in her twenties. What was different later was that she was “100 
percent famous,” in other words, she had become a media celebrity (so 
much so that she joined the American Federation of TV and Radio Art- 
ists union as the result of her increasingly frequent media appearances). 
She also had the ability to continually reinvent herself as an anthropolo- 
gist. She came to symbolize a range of ideas and values related to the 
changing social and political topography of the times, as well as to her 
own aging body. 

In addition to her symbolic value, there is a second aspect to celebrity 
relevant to Mead as a cultural icon: the fact that aspects of celebrities’ 
lives are fictionalized. Although today revealing facts about a celebrity’s 
personal life is de rigueur, while she was alive, Mead succeeded in keeping 
her private life private. In fact, one of the reasons Mead remains such a 
popular subject of contemporary scholarly investigation is that her public 
persona contrasted so greatly with her private life. Perhaps anticipating 
this interest, Mead kept voluminous files filled with her personal corre- 
spondence, much of which has only gradually become available to schol- 
ars as the individuals involved either die or time limits placed on the public 
circulation of the material expire.** 

But in addition to being able to explore the contrast between Mead’s 
public and private lives, there are also narrative fictions and frequently 
repeated tropes about Mead that occur again and again in newspaper 
articles and other popular media. These narrative devices have also cre- 
ated certain images of Mead and what she stands for. Mead was very 
media savvy, and some of these images she introduced to the media her- 
self. For example, she often explained to an interviewer that she had ac- 
quired her skill at observing other people’s behavior by the age of eight 
when her mother, a social scientist, had Mead record the behavior of her 
younger siblings in notebooks. This anecdote is repeated time and again 
in different accounts of Mead, as well as in her memoir. It assumes the 
function of an origin story, locating Mead’s observational skills as an 
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anthropologist in her childhood. It also contributes to a sense of overde- 
termination, that, of course, Mead would become a social scientist—and 
one renowned for her study of child rearing in other cultures. 

Such narrative details begin to function symbolically when we come to 
understand the role Mead eventually played in American society as an 
expert on the subject of how to raise American children. For, as Ann 
Hulbert has demonstrated in Raising America: Experts, Parents, and a 
Century of Advice about Children, in twentieth-century America, advice 
from experts about how to raise children was also advice about how to 
raise good American citizens.” At a time when reliance on expert advice 
about child rearing was steadily increasing, Mead, like her friend and 
family pediatrician, Dr. Benjamin Spock, became a symbol of how to raise 
a healthy, happy, and well-adjusted child in modern American society. 


Mead as Writer 


In 1998, when the editors of Ladies’ Home Journal included Margaret 
Mead as one of their choices for the one hundred most important women 
of the twentieth century rather than categorize her as a scientist, they 
included her among the journalists and writers.” What is interesting 
about the magazine’s decision to include Mead as a writer rather than a 
scientist is that it provided a convenient way for them to circumvent the 
controversy over the veracity of her Samoan fieldwork that Derek Free- 
man’s book had raised in 1983. The categorization also underscored 
Mead’s success as a popularizer of anthropology. Mead first attracted 
popular attention through books such as Coming of Age in Samoa, and 
because she wrote in an engaging and non-jargon-laden prose, nonspecial- 
ist readers read her books. She also became successful because she used 
her anthropological insights to present new perspectives on issues that 
readers cared about, such as American adolescents. 

I do not focus specifically on the image of Mead as a writer, except to 
acknowledge how frequently reviewers of her books noted her felicitous 
writing style. However, the fact that she was an exceptionally good writer 
contributed greatly to her popular acclaim. While Mead thought of her- 
self first and foremost as an anthropologist, an early aspiration had been 
to be a writer. Throughout her career she experimented with different 
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modes of writing for both professional and popular readers.” However, 
she was also aware that her ability to write engagingly for a popular audi- 
ence had sometimes been a liability in terms of her reputation among 
her fellow anthropologists. Thus, for example, Colin Turnbull, Mead’s 
colleague in the Department of Anthropology at the American Museum 
of Natural History, remembered her warning him of the possible backlash 
he might receive from his academic peers as his books The Forest People 
and The Mountain People achieved popular acclaim.** 

With regard to Mead’s celebrity, however, her skill as a writer and a 
public speaker elevated her status from merely that of a proficient anthro- 
pologist to that of a cultural icon. As Emerson said about the writer as a 
representative character, it is the writer’s role to re-present to the reader 
his world and his self, thus allowing the reader to experience him (or 
herself) in a new way, from a new perspective, and with new insight into 
himself or the world around him.” This uplifting and reinvigoration, this 
ability to cause her readers or her audience to gain a new understanding 
of themselves, or of their children or their culture, was an important as- 
pect of Mead’s popular success. So too was her ability to engage her read- 
ers or viewers in a form of transference in which they vicariously experi- 
enced some of what Mead had experienced living in other cultures. 
Although many anthropologists have practiced cross-cultural compari- 
son, Mead was particularly adept at using examples from other cultures 
as a means of elucidating aspects of her own culture, or her own experi- 
ences, to her fellow Americans. 


Mead and Visual Anthropology 


Along with her third husband, anthropologist Gregory Bateson, Mead 
was a pioneer in the use of film and photography in her ethnographic 
research. As the history of anthropology is intimately linked to the devel- 
opment of visual culture in the West, Mead symbolizes this important 
relationship between anthropology and visual media.” 

Just as Mead’s fame as an anthropologist was dependent upon the mass 
media, likewise anthropology’s development as both an academic disci- 
pline and a form of popular knowledge and entertainment was closely 
associated with the development of new visual technologies in the nine- 
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teenth and twentieth centuries. In particular, the development of portable 
still and motion picture cameras has been intimately linked with the devel- 
opment of anthropology." Still photography and motion pictures aided 
both travelers and professional anthropologists to record images of exotic 
peoples they encountered in remote parts of the world. Many of these 
images were quickly reproduced for new forms of popular entertainment 
such as the stereoscope, lantern slides, and, once the motion picture cam- 
era was developed, travelogues and adventure movies that highlighted the 
cultures of non-Western peoples.” Mead’s use of photography and film 
in her research helped to underscore the importance of visual evidence in 
ethnographic research as well as the value of images in conveying cross- 
cultural information to the public. 

Not only was Mead one of the earliest anthropologists to integrate 
visual methods into her research, she was also one of the first anthropolo- 
gists to focus on the study of visual communication, including nonverbal 
communication, kinesics (the study of body motion), and proxemics (the 
study of territoriality and personal space), and she pioneered teaching 
anthropology courses on culture and communication (both verbal and 
visual).*7 Mead’s relationship to ethnographic film (and to the American 
Museum of Natural History) is symbolized by the museum’s use of her 
name and image for their annual showcase of new documentary film and 
video. The Margaret Mead Film Festival began in 1976 in commemora- 
tion of Mead’s seventy-fifth birthday and has grown in size and impor- 
tance during the past thirty years. It is now the preeminent venue for 
viewing nonfiction film in the country. 


New York City—Cultural Hub of the World 


The rise of the image and the cult of celebrity in twentieth century 
America were necessary but not sufficient explanations of Mead’s popu- 
larity and the role she came to play in American culture. There were, of 
course, her skills as a writer, ethnographer, and public speaker. But other 
important factors also contributed to her fame, including her decision to 
live in New York City, her position as a curator of anthropology at the 
American Museum of Natural History, and the development of New York 
City as a center for new forms of mass media and the fields of advertising 
and public relations. 
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For Mead, New York City was the perfect counterbalance to the rela- 
tively unpopulated jungles and islands where she did her research. Person- 
ally, she loved the hustle and bustle of the city and its endless diversity; 
professionally, it allowed her an important perspective and rhetorical 
stance from which she could compare and contrast the “primitive” worlds 
of her fieldwork. After she arrived in there in 1920, the city remained her 
home until she died there in 1978. Once asked where she would prefer to 
live, Mead answered rather testily, “New York City, where I do live.” 

New York was also home to Columbia University and Barnard College, 
the institutions where Mead earned her academic degrees, formed her 
most important professional and personal relationships, especially those 
with Franz Boas and Ruth Benedict, and where she taught scores of gradu- 
ate and undergraduate students. At the time Mead studied there, Colum- 
bia was the intellectual center for the study of anthropology under the 
leadership of Franz Boas. 

Equally significant was the fact that during the almost sixty years that 
Mead lived there, New York City became Capital to the World. As such, 
its dynamism, institutions, wealth, and cultural diversity of inhabitants 
all contributed to the development of Mead’s fame. During World War I 
New York City began to replace London as the center of a developing 
global economy. After World War II the city not only became the business, 
financial, mass media, and cultural and intellectual center of the United 
States (and by extension, of the world), but also, with the establishment 
of the United Nations in New York in 1944, an important center of inter- 
national politics as well. 

The most important factor for Mead’s public success was the concen- 
tration of all important forms of mass media: the publishing industry 
(books and magazines in particular, but also large-circulation newspa- 
pers), radio, and later television, as well as the ad agencies that sustained 
all these media, in New York City. In addition to being home to the New 
Republic and The Nation, two magazines that offered insightful criticism 
of American society for which Mead eventually wrote, two other im- 
portant intellectually oriented national circulation magazines were based 
there, the American Mercury and the New Yorker. Time magazine was 
also based in New York, as was Life. All of these magazines at one time 
or another featured articles either written by Mead or about her.“ 

Moreover, since the 1880s the center of the women’s magazine industry 
has been in New York City. In the 1920s the number of magazines for 
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women grew as magazine postal rates declined and the number of middle- 
class women, in particular, who sought advice about their changing role 
in American society from magazines such as Ladies’ Home Journal, Cos- 
mopolitan, McCall’s, Parents magazine, and later, Redbook, expanded. 
Not only did these magazines publish articles written by Mead or about 
her, by 1965 she had also begun to write a regular monthly column for 
Redbook magazine. 

New York City also became the center for commercial radio after the 
major commercial networks were formed there in the 1920s, and the cul- 
tural activities and personalities in the city influenced programming for 
radio networks nationwide.* During the 1920s, as a result of then gover- 
nor of New York Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s habit of discussing his po- 
litical decisions over the radio, broadcasting over the radio became a more 
important force in politics and social issues. Thus, Mead was well situated 
to appear on radio programs that originated in New York City that dealt 
with a broad range of social issues. For example, between 1941 and 1972 
she appeared repeatedly on the CBS affiliate station WOR on the Martha 
Deane Show.” 

After World War II both radio and magazines were forced to compete 
with television for an audience. But for Mead the advent of television 
simply opened a new venue and an expanded audience for her ideas. In 
the early days of television broadcasting, when programs still aired live, 
New York City was the center for most national television production. 
CBS even set up a production center in the American Museum of Natural 
History for its science series, Adventure, produced live at the museum 
between 1951 and 1957.‘ Because she was a curator of anthropology at 
the museum, Mead was asked to appear on several episodes of the Adven- 
ture series, thus launching her career as a television personality. 

Mead had joined the museum at age twenty-four, before she embarked 
upon her first fieldwork to Samoa in 1925. At that time there were few 
jobs available for anthropologists. Having just completed her doctorate 
in anthropology, Mead was very fortunate to have received the appoint- 
ment. It meant that she had a job waiting for her when she returned from 
the field, and she remained at the museum until her death. It also meant 
that the prestige of the museum and its reputation as a bastion of scientific 
knowledge, its masculine ethos of science, its association with adventure 
and expeditions, and its grand scale and labyrinthine layout, all contrib- 
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uted to her authority as a scientist and an expert. When writing about 
her, journalists who interviewed Mead in her office often referred to the 
building’s “sacred precincts” and to her inaccessible location in the Tower 
Room tucked away at the top of the southwest turret of the museum.” 
The plethora of strange objects stored on shelves and stowed in nooks 
and crannies outside her office added to the mysterious and exotic atmo- 
sphere of the inner depths of the museum. Getting to Mead’s office was 
an adventure that took one past museum guards, beyond the public do- 
main of the museum, and down long, dimly lit corridors that passed by 
the closed doors of numerous offices and laboratories. 

Clark Wissler, the curator of anthropology at the museum who had 
hired Mead, thought that women were well suited for curatorial work 
because the job was like housekeeping. But Mead’s early career as a fiel- 
dworker in Samoa and New Guinea also fit into the masculine image 
associated with the scientist-as-explorer—represented by the museum cu- 
rator Roy Chapman Andrews (said to be the prototype for Indiana 
Jones),® as well as the museum’s masculine iconography expressed by 
the large bronze statue of Teddy Roosevelt astride his horse that stands 
sentry over the museum’s main entrance on Central Park West and the 
African animals in the Carl Ackley dioramas, redolent of Hemingway- 
esque hunting safaris.” 

Finally, since the museum was a public institution, curators were ex- 
pected to make their research and that of others in their field accessible 
to the public. Mead took this mandate seriously, writing popular ethno- 
graphic books for general readers as well as more technical scientific 
monographs. It was the timely and serendipitous combination of these 
different factors—personal, structural, and institutional—that together 
contributed to Mead’s fame. Not only was she in the right place at the 
right time, she was also the right person, with the right talents, attributes 
and choice of career. 


A Quintessentially American Icon 


When she died in 1978, British anthropologist Meyer Fortes noted that 
“a phenomenon like Margaret Mead could perhaps not have emerged in 
any other country than modern America”—a reference in part to Mead’s 
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Figure Intro. 4 Mead’s turret office at the American Museum of Natural 
History overlooked Columbus Avenue. Having had to hike up to it, journalists 
frequently commented on the office’s remote location and exotic decor. (Neg. 
No. 338668, Courtesy of the Department of Library Services, American 
Museum of Natural History, New York City) 
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rise as a media celebrity. It was also a reference to her style—decidedly 
different from understated British academics in her bold and broad- 
sweeping pronouncements on a multitude of topics. Moreover, as a young 
woman and also as an elder statesperson Mead became a symbol of as- 
pects of America itself, first as an exemplar of the twentieth century’s 
New Woman and in old age as a wise, although sometimes cantankerous, 
sage. As in the tradition of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
iconography that depicted the nation as a woman, Mead in her various 
guises also became a symbol of the nation. An example of this symbolic 
role is the United States Information Agency decision in 1975 to make a 
film about her for distribution abroad.” Another is the fact that the U.S. 
government chose to send Mead to Britain during the World War II to 
interpret American culture to the British, who were inundated with Amer- 
ican troops stationed throughout their country. 

Mead was chosen for this job in part because in 1942 she had published 
her first book about American culture, And Keep Your Powder Dry: An 
Anthropologist Looks at America.” Written as part of the war effort to 
encourage American support for the war, Mead sought to identify those 
characteristics of Americans she felt would be most useful in fighting 
against fascism—and in leading the world after the war had ended. Not 
surprisingly, some of the most prominent aspects of what she identified 
as the American “national character” apply to Mead as well.” Mead char- 
acterized America as a moral culture, one in which the concepts of good 
and bad permeated discussion and behavior." Similarly, Mead was a 
highly moral individual, not only in that she was religious—which she 
was (throughout her life she was closely involved with the Episcopalian 
Church)—but also in that she sought justice and equality for all cultures 
and peoples of the world, and—always self-confident and assured—be- 
lieved that she knew what was best for others. Mead also characterized 
Americans as perpetually in motion, with the expectation that they would 
not live where they grew up and, with their steadfast belief in progress, 
as always searching for a better way of life. In fact, not only did Mead 
leave her childhood home to move to New York City, throughout her life 
she was also constantly on the move, traversing the United States and the 
world in search of a better understanding of human behavior and ways 
to improve human societies. In this respect, she was convinced that an- 
thropology had an important role to play in changing the world for the 
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better. Finally, Mead identified the success ethic as a primary American 
value. More specifically, she said that to have succeeded in American soci- 
ety, Americans believed that they had to surpass their parents in achieve- 
ments, be they material, intellectual, or social. It could be said that Mead 
succeeded with a vengeance, for she wrote that when she was a child 
her father had remarked to her, “It’s a pity you aren’t a boy,” for “you’d 
have gone far”!°” 

Mead’s enduring interest in other cultures, coupled with her steadfast 
faith in American democracy and her admonishments to her fellow 
Americans that they think more globally and less ethnocentrically, was a 
message the U.S. government was eager to transmit abroad, especially 
after World War II when the idea of cultural pluralism—one which Boa- 
sian anthropologists had helped champion with their idea of cultural rela- 
tivism—became increasingly important to liberal American politicians. 
These characteristics were also the reasons why President Carter awarded 
Mead the Medal of Freedom, posthumously. 

Although a majority of Americans have viewed Mead as patriotic and 
well intentioned, and hence as a positive symbol of the United States and 
the commendable values they believe it stands for, there have been other 
individuals, both to the right and to the left of center politically, who 
have viewed Mead and her allegiance to the United States with suspicion. 
On the right, J. Edgar Hoover and the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
kept extensive files on Mead from the 1940s into the 1970s.” At the same 
time, left-leaning anthropologists and other scholars, educated Samoans 
and Papua New Guineans, and political satirists such as cartoonist Garry 
Trudeau have seen Mead as a symbol of U.S. imperialism and anthropo- 
logical paternalism, whose effects have ranged from benign neglect 
to overt racism.” 

In the chapters that follow we will see how Mead became the American 
phenomenon that she did, as well as how she came to represent such a 
range of different ideas to various people at different points in time. In 
the process we will see how integral the discipline of anthropology 
has been to the development of modern twentieth-century American intel- 
lectual and political thought as well as popular culture, articulating a 
new concept of culture, ideas about the Primitive Other, as well as 
the concepts of the unity of humanity, cultural relativism, and equality 
among human societies. Although these were ideas that many anthropolo- 
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gists helped to shape through their research and writing, Mead played a 
dominant role in their popular dissemination in her role as public intellec- 
tual and celebrity and, indeed, as the discipline’s most famous “public 
anthropologist.” 


This book is organized both thematically and chronologically. It is com- 
prised of nine chapters, each of which deals with one or more of the four 
iconic images of Mead I have identified. Within each chapter the material 
is presented chronologically. Thus, chapter 1, “Mead as Modern Woman,” 
covers Mead’s infancy through her twenties, when she embarks on her 
first fieldwork to Samoa in 1925. It reveals that even before Mead pub- 
lished Coming of Age in Samoa she was a media figure, having made head- 
lines in local papers from Honolulu to Philadelphia for her research study- 
ing “the flapper of the South Seas.” Chapter 2, “The Image of the Mature 
Mead,” looks at the married and the maternal Mead. It traces the changing 
image of Mead as a woman from the young, flapperesque Mead of the 
1920s to the elderly Mead who upon her death was eulogized as “grand- 
mother to the world.” It also charts Mead’s posthumous emergence as an 
icon of bi- and lesbian sexuality. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 deal with the image 
of Mead as anthropologist. Chapter 3, “Mead as Anthropologist: ‘Sex in 
the South Seas,’ ” tracks the media’s response to Coming of Age in Samoa, 
as well as the work she and her publisher performed to shape the book 
into an anthropological argument with popular appeal. With the book’s 
publication we see the association among Mead, the study of primitive 
people, and sexuality set in motion by the media. Chapter 4, “Mead as 
Anthropologist: ‘To Study Cannibals,’ ” focuses on Mead’s second book, 
Growing Up in New Guinea, as well as her third, less well-known book, 
The Changing Culture of an Indian Tribe. Mead’s second book cemented 
the association of Mead with the study of exotic primitive people in the 
public’s mind. The lack of popular success of her third book, about the 
Omaha Indians in Nebraska, underscores the point that much of the popu- 
lar appeal of Mead’s books was their descriptions of far-off places and 
exotic peoples. Chapter 5 discusses the publication of Sex and Tempera- 
ment in Three Primitive Societies in 1935 and the impact of the media’s 
response to all three of Mead’s books about South Pacific cultures. Chap- 
ter 6, “Mead and the Image of the Anthropologist,” argues that twentieth- 
century American popular understanding of anthropologists and what 
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they did, although shaped by earlier nineteenth-century American anthro- 
pologists, was heavily influenced by media representations of Mead and 
her work, especially from the period 1928 to 1935, when she published 
her three Pacific ethnographies. Chapter 7, “Mead as Scientist,” concen- 
trates on the post-World War II period and the effect that television had 
on the spread of Mead’s fame. It discusses the importance of film and 
photography in Mead’s Balinese research in terms of the use she made of 
this and other visual material in her television appearances. During this 
period Mead was transformed in the public’s mind from simply being an 
anthropologist who studied remote and primitive people into a social or 
behavioral scientist who was an expert on human behavior in general, 
including her own society. Chapter 8, “Mead as Public Intellectual and 
Celebrity,” looks at the last two decades of Mead’s life, during the 1960s 
and 70s, when she had become a major public figure and media celebrity 
whose name and face were well known in the United States and abroad. 
It discusses her role as a public intellectual and the reasons why an anthro- 
pologist became a celebrity in twentieth-century America. Finally, chapter 
9, “The Posthumous Mead, or Mead, the Public Anthropologist,” looks 
at the so-called Mead-Freeman controversy and considers why Derek Free- 
man’s critique of Mead and Coming of Age in Samoa became an American 
media event. It also considers Mead’s symbolic role today in American 
culture and anthropology and discusses how the Internet, as well as more 
traditional forms of mass media, have created and perpetuated Mead as a 
quintessentially American icon. 


CHAPTER 1 


= 


Mead as Modern Woman 





Margaret Mead: First of the Libbies 
—Cosmopolitan magazine, September 1972! 


O. of the most prevalent images of Margaret Mead, whether 
young or old, is that of a pioneer among woman—exploring new roles 
and untraditional behavior, an exemplar of modernity’s “New Woman,” 
or second-wave feminism’s totemic “First Libbie”—in short, as a trading 
card image of Mead proclaimed, a “Supersister. ”? Just as frequent as the 
accolades that focus on her female identity are critiques that also focus 
on her as a woman. Thus, for example, Betty Friedan, in her classic mani- 
festo of mid-twentieth-century feminism, The Feminine Mystique, excori- 
ated Mead for having essentialized women’s role as mother in her popular 
book Male and Female. And conservative scholar Allan Bloom character- 
ized her as a “sexual adventuress,” linking what he considered to be her 
promiscuous sexual behavior with the “closing of the American mind.”* 
While others have attributed to her—both positively and negatively—the 
origins of the sexual revolution of the 1960s, with its mottos of Free Love 
and Make Love, Not War.’ 

These comments, whether celebratory or condemnatory, focus on 
Mead’s identity as a woman—her sexuality, her unconventional behavior, 
or her research on women and gender—making Mead a popular icon of 
the modern American woman. Although the term New Woman originally 
referred to women born in the 1860s and 1870s, such as Jane Addams 
and the suffragists who fought for women’s right to vote, it is also used 
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to describe a later more radical cohort of women who identified them- 
selves in the 1910s as “feminists.”° Mead’s mother, Emily Fogg Mead, fits 
the category of New Woman more specifically than Mead herself.” Born 
in 1872, Emily Mead supported women’s suffrage and higher education 
for women. But unlike many New Women of the era, Emily married. She 
also did not advocate free love. But Margaret did. For this reason, as 
well as for her independent spirit and outspoken support of the ability of 
women to do many things traditionally done by men, Mead has long 
been associated in the minds of many people with feminism, women’s 
liberation, and women’s rights, all modern and predominantly twentieth- 
century phenomena. 

Mead eschewed the label feminist, especially early in her career. None- 
theless, throughout her life she had much to say about women, women’s 
roles, the relationship between men and women, and women’s relation- 
ships to other women. It is also true that one of the main reasons the 
media were interested in Mead was that she was female. It was an adjec- 
tive that Mead resented when used to describe her, as, for example, “the 
most famous woman anthropologist in America.”* Nonetheless, it is true 
that she was newsworthy because she was a woman who was doing and 
saying unconventional things and because she was a woman who had 
made a name for herself in an arena—academia and intellectual work in 
general—traditionally dominated by men. 

Being female was a necessary but not sufficient element in Mead’s suc- 
cess. As author Carolyn Heilbrun wrote, “She was, with the possible ex- 
ception of Eleanor Roosevelt, who came to fame through marriage, the 
most famous professional woman of her day. Mead made it wholly on 
her own, as a single gifted female.”? Heilbrun also noted that “[for 
women,] to search for a tradition of past female autonomy and influence 
is to enter a problematic realm, full of anxiety and ambivalence. Probably 
no famous woman represents this anxiety and ambivalence better than 
Margaret Mead.” While Heilbrun was referring to contemporary Amer- 
ican women’s search for female role models, I think her statement applies 
to men’s reactions to Mead as well. For they, too, reacted with anxiety 
and ambivalence to her, to a large degree perhaps because of her gender 
blending, that is, her mixing of qualities of behavior and attitude of mind 
associated with men while she celebrated being a woman. 
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The Young Mead as Popular Heroine 


During the first half of the twentieth century, and especially the 1920s 
and 1930s, as historian Susan Ware has noted, the American public devel- 
oped a seemingly insatiable desire for popular heroes and heroines." 
Mead was just one of a range of talented women in a variety of fields— 
aviation, athletics, journalism, photography, the stage, the movie screen, 
and science—who the media helped thrust into the public’s attention 
through stories that highlighted unique aspects of their various endeav- 
ors.” The print media in particular—tabloid newspapers such as the New 
York Sun, weekly periodicals such as Time (which began in 1923), and 
mass circulation women’s magazines—were heavily influenced by Holly- 
wood’s development of the star system with its calculated use of publicity 
(often based on entirely fabricated anecdotes and events) to promote the 
public’s awareness of a new movie actor or actress. Mead shared the 
stage with a cohort of outstanding women who became popular American 
heroines and legendary figures during the 1920s and 1930s in large part 
because of the exposure they received in popular magazines and newspa- 
pers. Women such as Amelia Earhart and Mead “served as role models 
and examples of what women could accomplish in the modern world.” 
There is a link, Ware argues, between popular culture of the 1920s and 
1930s and feminism in that through their very example these female hero- 
ines and independent women kept feminism alive during a period other- 
wise believed to be dormant. These women’s individual achievements 
“substituted for, and also sustained, the feminist momentum.”! More- 
over, Mead was an unconventional icon—an outspoken female intellec- 
tual—in an age that increasingly valued women who were famous for 
being glamorous movie stars, svelte athletes, or the wives of famous men. 

In this and the following chapter we will look at photographs of Mead 
from childhood to old age published in books and articles; they demon- 
strate the changing images and associated meanings of Mead as a woman 
that evolved over the course of her life. Mead was exceptional in that 
often women who were famous in their youth faded into the background 
of public interest as they grew older. Not Mead. Her image morphed from 
youthful ingenue to elderly guru, as she maintained her place in the lime- 
light. Over time she and the media crafted new female images of her, 
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shifting from the representation of Mead as a precocious young woman 
breaking new ground to that of a middle-aged woman who challenged 
the status quo by being both a female scientist and a mother. As Mead 
grew older she and the media fashioned an increasingly maternal role 
for her, first as mother to generations of younger women and then as 
grandmother, both literally and metaphorically. As Mead grew stouter 
and gray haired, she transformed into an elder “statesperson” and wise 
woman, revered by many as a valuable American resource, pundit, and 
sage. In looking at these photographs we will also see how certain images 
have become iconic representations of Mead herself and of popular no- 
tions of what it has meant to be a new kind of woman in twentieth- 
century America. 


Mead’s Mother and Grandmother 


It is impossible to discuss Mead as a woman without talking about her 
mother, Emily Fogg Mead, and her paternal grandmother, Martha Ram- 
sey Mead, both of whom played prominent roles in her upbringing,” as 
Mead placed great import on the role of the parent-child relationship in 
understanding a child’s socialization and the development of an individu- 
als adult personality.” 

Mead liked to point out that both her mother and her grandmother 
had managed to combine work and family (otherwise, she would often 
quip, “I wouldn’t be here!”). She stressed that “because both my mother 
and grandmother were professionally educated women, I never had to 
struggle with the problems of identity which bedevil most first-generation 
professional women. . . . Women both used their brains and married and 
had children. (Unless, of course, they were nuns, a career that appealed 
to me at ten... active, energetic nuns who became saints.)”" 

Mead’s mother was born in Chicago in 1872. She began her college 
education at Wellesley and completed her undergraduate degree at the 
University of Chicago, where she met Edward Mead, a graduate student 
studying economics.” In college Emily became an advocate of women’s 
rights and the equality of men and women.” Influenced by the social re- 
formist work of Jane Addams and the progressive theories of professors 
such as Thorstein Veblen and John Dewey, she had majored in sociology 
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and minored in economics.”! After marrying Edward Mead in 1900, the 
couple moved to Pennsylvania, where Edward became a professor at the 
Wharton School of Business and Emily became a graduate student in soci- 
ology at Bryn Mawr College. 

Margaret was born December 16, 1901. She was the first of four chil- 
dren, followed two years later by her brother Richard, then her sisters 
Elizabeth (seven and a half years younger) and Priscilla (nine years 
younger).” At the time of Mead’s birth Emily had just completed an 
article on the role of advertising in business, published by Veblen in the 
Journal of Political Economy.” With a degree of sincerity and faith in 
advertising that it is hard now not to view as naive, she argued that adver- 
tising would enlighten individuals with little education, especially 
women. She thought that advertising would make them aware of new 
products that could ease their workload and thus enrich their lives.” Like 
her mother, Mead developed a similar faith in the ability of new forms 
of mass media to educate the public and promote more equitable and 
democratic lives. 

Mead’s grandmother had also attended college. She became a teacher, 
and when her husband died suddenly she continued to teach until she 
moved in with her son and daughter-in-law when Margaret was born. 
Because Martha Ramsey Mead oversaw her grandchildren’s educa- 
tion, and because the Meads, like many other middle-class educated 
families at that time, were able to employ cooks and nurses to tend to 
meals and child care, Emily Mead was able to continue her dissertation 
research in sociology while bearing children and raising a family.” Her 
research entailed the study of the adaptation of immigrants from 
Southern Italy to the Pine Barrens region of New Jersey that bordered 
Pennsylvania.” 

Looking at the photograph of Mead and her mother that Mead in- 
cluded in her autobiography, Blackberry Winter, we see in the clothes they 
wear, in Emily’s hairstyle, in the restrained, calm formality of the setting, 
an image of late Victorian middle-class American domesticity. Margaret 
was proud of her Yankee heritage—the Foggs, the Meads, and the Ram- 
seys all traced their family lineages back to the Puritans and other early 
English immigrants to America—and she used her family background as 
her touchstone for understanding aspects of what she later called Ameri- 
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The reserve Emily Mead displays in the photograph was not merely a 
matter of Victorian photographic convention; for according to Mead her 
mother was neither playful nor particularly emotive. What maternal inti- 
macy she does allow herself to express in this portrait of mother and 
daughter is located in her hands: she holds Margaret’s right hand protec- 
tively in her own. A golden-haired four-year-old Margaret with curly ring- 
lets wears a light-colored, feminine-looking dress with a bit of petticoat 
showing. Mead tells us that it was her grandmother who used to brush 
her curly hair, while confiding to her things about her parents, such as her 
father’s dalliance with another woman, that a young child should not 
have been told.’ 

Emily Mead was a practical woman who cared little about pretty clothes 
or fancy jewelry. Like other progressive, educated women of the era, she 
focused her time and energy on doing good, supporting social causes such 
as women’s rights, and carrying out her research. She valued efficiency 
over aesthetics. Thinking it important that Margaret be free to do things 
such as climb trees, Emily wanted to dress her in bloomers, the appropriate 
feminine apparel for such activities. Margaret preferred petticoats.” 

In contrast to her mother, Mead loved pageants and plays, dress-up, 
and make believe. The seeds of Mead’s pleasure at being in the public 
limelight and her ability to deftly master multiple roles seem to have been 
sown in her childhood experiences of writing plays for neighborhood chil- 
dren to enact and her own public performance of poetry recitations in 
which her father trained her to focus on a particular individual in the 
audience when speaking, rather than letting her eye rove over the crowd.’ 
Her inherent theatricality and her ease in front of an audience served her 
well in later years, helping her become a successful radio and television 
guest on talk shows. 

At a point in time when child rearing was being approached scientifi- 
cally, Emily Mead heeded the advice of the influential child-care specialist 
L. E. Holt, who admonished parents to feed children at regularly sched- 
uled intervals rather than on demand and not to pick up a crying baby 
unless it was in pain in order to protect the infant from being smothered 
by an overabundance of motherly love.*! Perhaps because of her sociologi- 
cal focus on observation and data collection, she recorded in minute de- 
tail—thirteen fat notebooks full—the progress of Margaret’s infancy. 
Mead said that she learned from her mother that “being observed seemed 
to be an act of love.” She in turn began to observe the behavior of her 





Figure 1.1 Mead as a child with her mother, Emily Fogg Mead, 1905. 
(© Bettman/CORBIS. Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the Institute 
for Intercultural Studies) 
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younger siblings, writing down her observations in small notebooks, and 
when her daughter Mary Catherine was born also made extensive obser- 
vations about her.» 

As Margaret grew older her mother included her in her research endeav- 
ors and social causes. She attended marriages and christenings among 
Italian immigrant families and rallies in support of women’s suffrage. 
“Mother,” Mead wrote, “was a suffragist (the anti’s called them suffrag- 
ettes) but grandma, a professional woman a generation earlier, shared 
none of her rhetoric and rancor about women being classified with the 
feebleminded and criminals.” Mead identified with her grandmother 
rather than her mother when it came to feminism and women’s rights. 
“Obviously,” she said, “it was necessary [for women] to get the vote... . 
But in a household which was alive to change and to the necessity for 
change, working for changes in the position of women seemed reasonable, 
necessary, but did not in anyway disturb my sense of myself.”*4 

Eventually, like other young women of her generation who came of age 
in the early decades of the twentieth century, Mead benefited from the 
changes in attitudes toward women that had been enacted as a result of 
the actions of women like her mother. But, like the generation of young 
women born to mothers who had come of age during the second wave of 
feminism in the 1960s and 70s, she had no desire to self-identify as a 
feminist. For she, like them, perceived the image of a feminist to be one 
of angry women who hated men.” 

Although Mead’s father once said that it was a shame that she had been 
born a girl, Margaret benefited from being her parents’ firstborn child, as 
well as having been born a girl. Although Mead learned from her mother 
and grandmother that a woman did not have to make a choice between 
a career or motherhood, she was aware of the sacrifices that her mother 
had had to make in her career in order to raise her family. She wrote that 
“my mother never grudged for a moment, but instead delighted in the 
fact that I was able to live fully the life she would like to have lived.” 
Perhaps because Mead knew as much as she did about the nature of those 
sacrifices, which included enduring a philandering and overbearing 
husband,” she never made similar sacrifices herself, shedding marriages 
that conflicted with her career and ensuring that she always had an exten- 
sive network of friends, especially female friends, to help her profession- 
ally and personally. 
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College Days: Mead and Katharine Rothenberger 


During her freshman year at DePauw University, her father’s alma mater,’ 
Mead became friends with Katharine Rothenberger, a slim, attractive, 
red-haired upperclassman who was new to DePauw herself. In her autobi- 
ography, Mead includes a picture of Katharine and herself dressed up as 
king and queen for a May Day pageant that Mead had written and di- 
rected.*? They must have been a striking pair, Katharine as king with her 
flame-colored hair set off by a lavender ruff wrapped around her elegant, 
long neck and the shorter Mead at her side with her golden brown tresses 
swept up on top of her head.*° 

Although Mead left DePauw the following year, disillusioned by the 
small-mindedness of this midwestern institution with its focus on the elit- 
ism of sororities and fraternities and its rigid Methodist orientation, she 
and Katharine became lifelong friends.*! Even though there is no explicit 
indication that Mead and Rothenberger had been sexually intimate, their 
correspondence shows how fond they had been of each other and how 
disappointed Katharine was at Mead’s departure.” Recently their friend- 
ship has become the subject of speculation by psychologist Hilary Lapsley 
and historian Lois Banner, who have studied Mead’s sexuality and her 
intimate relationships with women for the light they might shed on under- 
standing changes in twentieth-century women’s sexual behavior. Aided 
by the rich documentation of correspondence between Mead and her 
friends and family, dreams and dream analysis, and a preliminary draft 
of Mead’s autobiography, their scholarship has contributed a new image 
of Mead, one of her as an exemplar of a modern woman’s sexual experi- 
mentation who was both attracted to and, as we will see later, sexually 
involved with women.” 

What is clear from the archival record is that when Mead arrived at 
DePauw she was engaged to Luther Cressman, a seminary student she 
had met when she was sixteen, but that her strong emotional and physical 
attraction to Katharine caused her to feel confused about her sexual iden- 
tity. Although she thought that she wanted to marry Cressman, and envi- 
sioned a life for herself as a pastor’s wife with a brood of children, her 
conflicting feelings of attraction to women led her to read the work of 
Freud and other scholars writing about the scientific study of sex, as she 
sought an answer to her questions about her own sexuality. Thus, to con- 





Figure 1.2 Mead and Katherine Rothenberger, Queen and King of the May 
Day Pageant, DePauw University, 1920. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress 
and the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 
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temporary scholars of gender and sexuality, Mead’s relationship with Ro- 
thenberger has come to represent her developing consciousness of her 
sexual attraction to women and the beginning of her questioning the in- 
nate nature of sexuality.* 


Mead and New York City: 
The Roaring Twenties and the Ash Can Cats 


While in Indiana, Mead yearned for the excitement and intellectual stimu- 
lation of the East Coast, epitomized by New York City. “I used to sit in 
the library and read the drama reviews in The New York Times,” she 
wrote in Blackberry Winter. “Like so many other aspiring American intel- 
lectuals and artists, I developed the feeling that American small towns 
were essentially unfriendly to the life of the mind and the senses. I believed 
that the center of life was in New York City, where Mencken and George 
Jean Nathan were publishing Smart Set, where F. P. A. and Heywood 
Broun were writing their diatribes, and where the theater was a living 
world of contending ideas.”*° 

Mead was absolutely right about New York City being the “center of 
life” for her; there is no doubt that the city played a significant role in the 
creation of her fame and her successful career as an anthropologist. After 
moving there in 1920 to attend Barnard College, it became her home for 
the rest of her life. She arrived in New York at the beginning of that heady 
period between 1919, the year after the end of World War I, and 1929, 
the year the stock market crashed—referred to as the Jazz Age or the 
Roaring Twenties. These names reflect the hedonism and excess of this 
period that was marked by major changes in the social, political, and 
economic standards and mores of postwar America.” It was a period 
defined in large part by the rebellious spirit of the young who had survived 
the Great War and those who had been adolescents during the years of 
its confusion. Disillusioned by the war, “cynical rather than revolution- 
ary” and feeling that they had inherited a flawed world from their parents 
and grandparents, it was characteristic of the Jazz Age, F. Scott Fitzgerald 
wrote, “that it had no interest in politics at all.”** Flaunting Prohibition— 
which had gone into effect in 1919—and parental authority, young 
women and men drank bootleg liquor from hip flasks, smoked cigarettes, 
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listened to jazz bands, and petted in the backseats of automobiles. 
“America,” according to Fitzgerald, “was going on the greatest, gaudiest 
spree in history,” or so it seemed to him at the time. “Something had to 
be done,” he said, “with all the nervous energy stored up and unexpended 
in the war.”” 

The “nervous energy” Fitzgerald wrote of was expended in 1920s 
New York City by upper- and middle-class white urban dwellers flock- 
ing to Harlem to listen to jazz and to be seduced by its unrestrained 
rhythms and wild sounds. White intellectuals turned their attention to 
what they saw as the virtues of negritude—whether in the form of black 
urban jazz, the folkways of Southern and Caribbean blacks, or the art of 
tribal Africa. Thus, New York City, with its emphasis on speed, efficiency, 
industrialization, and consumption, also became the locus of an intellec- 
tual and emotional fascination with modernity and urbanity’s antithe- 
sis—the primitive. New York City was important to Mead not simply 
because of its support of the life of the mind; rather, because from the 
1920s on it played an increasingly important role in the United States as 
the center of mass media—first monthly and weekly magazines, then 
radio and television—and new forms of popular culture that shaped 
Mead’s career as a public figure. 

Having convinced her father to let her transfer to Barnard, Mead enthu- 
siastically embraced living in the city and quickly made friends there. To 
represent this period of her life in her autobiography, Mead included a 
photograph of herself seated outside on a bench along with two other 
Barnard classmates, the fledgling poet Léonie Adams, and Eleanor Pelham 
Kortheuer.®” The caption for the photo reads: “Three Ash Can Cats.” The 
young women are similarly dressed in dark clothing, each coifed with a 
fashionable short, bobbed haircut, and each holding a balloon. Bobbed 
hair came to symbolize the flapper, a predominant and enduring female 
symbol of the 1920s in America.” In contrast to the refined image of 
Victorian and prewar women with their corsets and bustles, petticoats 
and bloomers, long hair and long skirts, flappers were characterized as 
loud, fun-loving, fast-living young girls who had bobbed their hair, hiked 
their skirts up to their knees, rolled down their stockings, thrown away 
their boned corsets, and learned to dance the Charleston—a dance 
thought to be so physically vigorous and immoral that it was banned at 
some colleges.” The high-spirited, flirtatious flapper acted like a daring, 
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Figure 1.3 Mead, at right, and two other Ash Can Cats, Léonie Adams and 
Eleanor Pelham Kortheuer, Barnard College. (Courtesy of the Library of 
Congress and the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 


sometimes naughty, tomboy. And her boyish figure, flat chested, slim 
hipped, and lanky, added to this tomboy effect. The flapper was a pal to 
men, always ready to have a good time.” 

The emphasis was on the image of youth.’ The younger generation 
scorned the older generation, rejecting many of its values and beliefs as 
outmoded or dysfunctional; hence, the desire to reinvent not only them- 
selves but also the world they lived in. Women’s fashion, too, reflected 
this change in attitude, both in its rejection of the past restrictive fashions 
for women and in the current emphasis on perpetual youth and the free- 
dom—physical, emotional, and ideological—that young women associ- 
ated with it. 

The essence of the image of the flapper, in literature and the movies, 
was her development into a sexually mature woman—a woman who both 
enjoyed her sexuality and flaunted it.” Flappers were of concern to par- 
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ents because “they were frank, opinionated, sexually liberated, and ex- 
tremely difficult to control” and many parents and other members of the 
older generations could not understand the mind or the manners and 
mores of the flapper. 

In addition to the movies, other important new sources of images of 
male and female sexuality in the 1920s were the proliferation of tabloid 
newspapers, photo magazines, and the work of Freud and Havelock Ellis, 
which became more generally known to the American public after World 
War I. Other factors that gave rise to changes in men’s and women’s be- 
havior included the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 that 
gave women the right to vote, women’s increased participation in the 
work force, increased accessibility of the automobile, prohibition, acceler- 
ated industrialization and urbanization, and the development of a con- 
sumption ethic. This latter was fueled by a growing advertising industry 
that encouraged people to buy in order to keep factories that had been 
built during the war producing in a postwar economy.’ 

Although Mead was by no means a flapper (her classmates at Barnard 
noted her “simple, Yankee style”), she had succumbed and had her luxuri- 
ous long hair bobbed.: Mead’s diminutive size and her bobbed hair were 
physical attributes that contributed to her public persona of girlish youth- 
fulness, a combination that proved to be popular with the media in the 
1920s and °30s.? 

The loosely affiliated group of friends who called themselves the Ash 
Can Cats were of disparate backgrounds—Catholic, Jewish, Episcopa- 
lian, and atheist—but united in their common passion for literature and 
poetry, and for new roles for women.” They chose as their personal credo 
and anthem (as did an entire generation of American women yearning for 
change), Edna St. Vincent Millay’s famous quatrain, “First Fig,” with its 
image of “wild freedom edged with death”:*! 


My candle burns at both ends; 

It will not last the night; 

But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends— 
It gives a lovely light! 


In a similar manner, they chose Millay herself as their personal heroine. 
On May Day, 1925, they rode the subway to Greenwich Village and left 
May baskets outside Millay’s house to honor the poet whose work they 
felt so captured their own restless female spirits. 
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Mead had initially thought she would become a writer but changed her 
mind after she got to know Léonie Adams, who as a college undergradu- 
ate had already begun to have her poetry published. Comparing herself 
to Adams, Mead realized that although she was a good writer, she was 
not an exceptional one.® Although she continued to write short stories 
and poems throughout her college years, ever pragmatic, as well as deter- 
mined to be successful, Mead decided to double major in English and 
psychology, figuring that the social sciences offered her more opportunity 
for success. In a draft of her autobiography, she wrote, “I had no taste 
for failing gloriously or for spending my life trying to write the great 
American novel.”® While an undergraduate she also took an anthropol- 
ogy course with Professor Franz Boas, one of the leading figures in the 
field at the time, where she became friendly with Boas’s teaching assistant, 
Ruth Benedict. The friendship was to become one of the most important 
relationships in both their lives. After graduating from Barnard, Mead 
began to work ona master’s degree in psychology, but eventually Benedict 
persuaded her to pursue a doctorate degree in anthropology. 

Mead and the Ash Can Cats were too serious-minded and intellectual 
to be flappers themselves.® However, they did share the flappers’ desire 
to push aside the conventions—especially those surrounding female sexu- 
ality—that had governed earlier generations of American women’s behav- 
ior. As Mead describes them, “We thought of ourselves as radicals—in 
terms of our sentiments rather than our adherence to any radical ideology. 
. . . We belonged to a generation of young women who felt extraordinarily 
free—free from the demand to marry unless we chose to do so, free to 
postpone marriage while we did other things, free from the need to bar- 
gain and hedge that burdened and restricted women of earlier genera- 
tions. We laughed at the idea that a woman could be an old maid at the 
age of twenty-five, and we rejoiced at the new medical care that made 
it possible for a woman to have a child at forty.”°” Here Mead succinct- 
ly expresses the values and beliefs that characterized her and her friends, 
a group of privileged, intelligent, young women attending college in one 
of the most dynamic modern cities in the world (with Paris perhaps in 
close contention). 

New forms of birth control and new attitudes toward sexuality and 
marriage, such as the notion of free love, also meant that the Ash Can 
Cats experimented sexually with both men and women. Although Mead 
was engaged to Luther Cressman while she attended Barnard, and they 
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married in 1923, neither her engagement nor her marriage prevented her 
from engaging in other sexual liaisons. A proponent of the doctrine of 
Free Love expounded by intellectuals such as Havelock Ellis and Ellen 
Key, Mead wrote of herself and her fellow Ash Can Cats that 


we did not bargain with men. Almost every one of us fell in love with a much 
older man, someone who was an outstanding figure in one of the fields in 
which we were working, but none of these love affairs led to marriage. 
Schooled in an older ethic, the men were perplexed by us and vacillated be- 
tween a willingness to take the love that was offered so generously and uncal- 
culatingly and a feeling that to do so was to play the part of a wicked seducer. 
Later most of us married men who were closer to our own age and style of 
living, but it was a curious period in which girls who were too proud to ask 
for any hostage to fate confused the men they chose to love. 


While still at Barnard, Mead was involved in sexual liaisons with other 
Barnard students too. For Mead and her fellow Ash Can Cats, one di- 
mension of their newfound freedom as women involved their changing 
attitude toward women in general. They expressed a new respect not only 
for themselves as women, as expressed in their right to do as they pleased, 
but also a new respect for their fellow women. Mead wrote: “We learned 
loyalty to women, pleasure in conversation with women, and enjoyment 
of the way in which we complemented one another in terms of our differ- 
ences in temperament, which we found as interesting as the complemen- 
tarity that is produced by the difference of sex.””” 

In Mead’s reflections we see the seeds of her own subsequent thinking 
about relationships between men and women and about the nature of 
masculinity and femininity. She was, for the first time, beginning to ques- 
tion the issue of innate characteristics and once again to see that the varia- 
tion in what she called temperament, or personality, within one gender 
was as great as the variation between the two genders. 

In her description of the Ash Can Cats we also see the development of 
Mead’s commitment to female-centered friendship and loyalty. These and 
other relationships, such as her friendship (and initial romance?) with 
Marie Eichelberger, whom she also met at Barnard, continued to be im- 
portant throughout her life. Marie, who Mead once said “took one look 
at me and fell in love with me,” became a surrogate mother to Mead’s 
daughter as well as manager of Mead’s business and financial affairs. 
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The Photographs That Are Missing: 
Edward Sapir and Ruth Benedict 


Missing from the photographs Mead included in Blackberry Winter are 
any of her with her mentor Ruth Benedict or the linguistic anthropologist 
Edward Sapir. Benedict and Mead, her daughter Mary Catherine Bateson 
revealed in 1984, were lovers during the 1920s and remained intimate 
(although not sexually involved) friends and colleagues until Benedict’s 
death in 1948. Mead also had an affair with Sapir, although unlike her 
relationship with Benedict, her affair with Sapir was short-lived.” 

When Mead wrote in Blackberry Winter that many of the Ash Can 
Cats had fallen in love with older men, she was referring indirectly to her 
own experience with Sapir, seventeen years her senior. By all accounts a 
brilliant man, when Mead met Sapir in 1924 she was married and he had 
recently lost his wife. Widowed, with three young children to raise, Sapir 
was attracted to the vivacious young Mead, and she was enthralled by 
his intelligence and the attention he lavished upon her.” Mead does not 
mention her subsequent affair with Sapir in her autobiography. In fact, 
as Sapir and Benedict were also colleagues and friends, years later in her 
biography of Benedict, An Anthropologist at Work, Mead made it appear 
as though it was Benedict who had had an affair with Sapir.” However, 
in the middle of a visit to Pennsylvania in the summer of 1925, Mead 
traveled back to New York City where she and Sapir spent the night to- 
gether in a hotel, Mead ostensibly in the city for a job interview at the 
American Museum of Natural History.“ Sapir, Mead later recorded, im- 
plored her to leave Cressman and to marry him.” He was so desirous of 
marrying Mead that it appears he suggested to Boas that Mead was too 
frail to go to the field alone.” 

In retrospect we can see Mead’s insinuation that Benedict was the one 
who had the affair with Sapir as her manipulation of her own reputation 
and of Benedict’s. On the one hand, Mead may have been trying to create 
a heterosexual “cover” for the homosexual Benedict, while also not want- 
ing the public to know that she had had an extramarital affair. While 
Mead’s attraction to Sapir was fleeting and intense, it apparently ended 
when she went off to Samoa. On the other hand, Mead has written in 
glowing terms about the importance of Benedict to her professionally and 





Figure 1.4 Ruth Benedict, 1931. (Special Collections, Vassar College Library) 





Figure 1.5 Edward Sapir. (Special Collections, Vassar College Library) 
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personally, first in two biographies she wrote about Benedict and later in 
Blackberry Winter.” When asked by fellow anthropologist Jean Rouch, 
in a film portrait he made of Mead at the American Museum of Natural 
History in 1977, who was the most influential anthropologist in her life, 
she responded “Franz Boas and Ruth Benedict.”” 

Although Mead never published a photograph of herself together with 
Benedict (perhaps considering it too dangerous to their careers and pub- 
lic personae to appear together in a photo), in the documentary film 
Margaret Mead: An Observer Observed, historian Virginia Yans in- 
cludes an imagined dramatic reconstruction of Mead and Benedict to- 
gether on what we now know was an amorous train ride they had secretly 
arranged to take across the country in August of 1925 when Mead was 
en route to Samoa.” 

The scene takes place in a dining car as the train moves through the 
night. And while the dialogue is somewhat prosaic—it focuses on the 
details of doing fieldwork—Benedict, with apparent envy, gushes about 
how extraordinary Mead is to be going off on her own to do fieldwork 
somewhere as far away and exotic as Samoa. Given our knowledge of 
the sexual relationship between Mead and Benedict, the scene takes on a 
more nuanced and emotionally charged significance, as it symbolizes the 
eventual erotic relationship between the two women.*? 


Mead, The Press, and “The Primitive Flapper” 


After leaving the Grand Canyon, Mead continued by train to San Fran- 
cisco, where she boarded a boat for Hawaii. She stopped in Honolulu 
briefly before departing for American Samoa. In the 1920s, this was com- 
mon practice as the only way to the South Pacific from the United States 
was by sea, and Honolulu was an important port and gateway to the 
other islands in the Pacific Ocean. She had arranged to stay in Honolulu 
with Mrs. May Dillingham Frear, a friend of her mother’s from Emily 
Mead’s college days at Wellesley, so that she could consult with Professor 
Edward Craighill Handy, an anthropologist with extensive knowledge of 
Polynesia, at the Bernice Bishop Museum.*! May’s husband, Walter F. 
Frear, had been governor of the Hawaiian Islands from 1907 to 1913, 
and May Dillingham was a daughter of one of the original missionary 
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families on the islands. One suspects that Mead’s arrival in Honolulu was 
newsworthy in large part because of the local stature of her hosts. The 
following interview with her appeared in the August 15, 1925 edition of 
the Honolulu Star-Bulletin. 


TO MAKE STUDY OF “FLAPPER” IN PRIMITIVE STATE 
Dr. Margaret Mead Will Visit South Seas 
to Carry Out Her Research Plan 
Can the usual character traits of the adolescent girl be attributed to hered- 
ity—or to civilization? Can the problems of her delinquency be controlled 
through modern methods or is the tendency so deep-rooted that it cannot 
easily be eradicated? 

In other words, is it a hopeless task to attempt to change the social condi- 
tions under which the majority of the young girls of America are placed in 
order that their characters may be properly formed for a life of happy use- 
fulness—or do her occasional lapses into unruliness come from established 
natural causes? ? 

These are some of the problems which Dr. Margaret Mead, M.A., Ph.D. 
and a fellow in biological science of the National Research Council of 
America, expects to solve during her stay of a year in American Samoa. ? 

“T intend to make a study of the adolescent girl in her native surroundings,” 
the young woman stated a few days ago—Dr. Mead is surprisingly youthful 
to have become an authority on the subject—in order to discover just what 
phenomena of adolescence are determined by civilization and by natural he- 
redity and environment. ? 

“Tt is a popular subject just now, you know, that of the adolescent girl, or 
‘flapper’ as she is usually called, and the various organizations for social wel- 
fare are having their problems dealing with her. If I can determine whether 
qualities which sometimes work for her delinquency are common to all young 
girls of certain ages—even in the so-called primitive communities—and can 
learn the reasons for conditions as they are found, I shall have gone a long 
way in making clear the proper method of handling them in juvenile courts, 
schools, churches, Y.M.C.A.s and similar organizations.” ? 

Such questions as are necessary of solution are these, Dr. Mead pointed 
out: “When the girl of 14 cannot get along with her parents, demands unsuit- 
able clothes and insists on seeking the company of undesirable boys, can that 
condition be eradicated by proper recreation and supervision or is she ‘as she 
is’ and can no permanent change in her rebellious attitude be made?” 
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This article appears to be the first time in which Mead’s research on ado- 
lescent girls in Samoa had been described as “a study of the flapper.” 
However, the article was reprinted verbatim a few days later in the local 
paper in Doylestown, Pennsylvania, where Mead had graduated from 
high school. Hence, the idea that Mead was studying “the flapper” in the 
South Seas made its way from Hawaii to the environs of Philadelphia. 
Mead had titled her Samoan research, which was funded by the National 
Research Council, “A Study in Heredity and Environment Based on an 
Investigation of the Phenomena of Adolescence among Primitive and Civi- 
lized Peoples.” But given the cultural background of the Roaring Twenties 
and an older generation’s concern about its youth, symbolized most 
graphically by the flapper, we can easily understand how when Mead 
commented that her upcoming research on adolescent girls in Samoa was 
focused on a topic of popular concern—“the flapper”—that the press eas- 
ily made the connection that Mead was studying “the flapper in [her] 
primitive state.” Already Mead demonstrated her knack at catching the 
press’s attention with an apt image that could be easily translated into 
terms accessible and interesting to a general audience. 


“How Musa-Shiya the 
Shirtmaker—and Mead—Broke into Print” 


Soon after the article about Mead had appeared in the Honolulu Star- 
Bulletin the following advertisement for the tailoring services of Musa- 
shiya, a Japanese shirtmaker with a shop in Honolulu, appeared in the 
paper. The text of the ad alongside an image of a bobbed-haired flapper 
mentioned Mead and her impending research in Samoa, jokingly sug- 
gesting that Mead did not really need to go to Samoa to conduct her study 
of adolescent girls, as she could find such a “flapping girl” right there in 
Honolulu in Mr. Musa-shiya’s household. 

By the 1920s, the Hawaiian Islands had already become a popular tour- 
ist destination for Americans and Europeans, and the islands were popu- 
lated with an ethnic mix of people, many of them from Japan and the 
Philippines, who had been brought over to work on the sugar and pineap- 
ple plantations. The pseudo-Pidgin language of the Musa-shiya ad, a 
form of broken English, would have appeared humorous to the English- 


Please observe rising daughter Musa-shiya 
house just now had the adolescent I think so. 
Because I been read inside Nippu Jiji news- 
paper Dr. Margaret Mead speak “why cannot 
14 years flapping girl get along with parent 
and demands unsuited clothe etc and etc?” 
Shis Samoa go find it. 


Rising daughter all same. 


I think so Dr. Mead desired of study adolescent 
girl it are my house also. Maybe Samoa go no 
use. Before, I speak Mrs. Musa-shiya rising 
daughter very sassy etc and etc. She rasply 
speak mind business, make more shirt. All 
right. 





Just now bery importance onnounce out of 


Musa-shiya the Shirtmaker 


(Also Kimono Make & Dry Good Sell) ~ —— 


HOISERY AND GARTER 
Any kind 


Garter of man, children also lady around leg kind 
very nice. Well, that is all for this time thank you. 


HOW FINDING THIS PLACE 


If you forget to finding Musa-shiya Shap because never came 
to it please King Street until famous Fish Market. This one is 
not to paused for it, Advance until from there but little more 
River. When little more River this shop between this place 
179 N. King Street if you are there now. All right. 


(NOTE: So persistent has been demand for clippings of Musa-shiya’s ads that a col- 
lection of them, with the story of How Musa-shiya the Shirtmaker Broke Into Print, 
have been published in booklet form, Copies may be obtained from any newsdealer 
at 25 cents each. An enlarged photo of Musa-shiya himself, and the handsome silver 
cup his advertising won at the Seattle convention last month, are being exhibited 
next week at Patten’s Book Store —STAR-BULLETIN.) 


Figure 1.6 Musa-shiya the Shirtmaker ad, Honolulu Star-Bulletin, 1925. 
(Mead Archives, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress) 
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speaking visitors to Hawaii, while the joke about “the flapper problem” 
Musa-shiya has at home and its reference to Dr. Mead would have been 
a bit of local knowledge recognized by regular readers of the paper. This 
rapid incorporation of Mead into a local advertisement demonstrates 
how early in her career her role as an icon began. 

Perhaps Mead’s youthfulness, or her research focus on adolescent girls, 
or the unconventionality of a young woman going off on her own to live 
in Samoa—or all three—caught the imagination of ad man George Mel- 
len, who had the Musa-shiya assignment. Mellen quickly transformed 
news about Mead’s impending research in Samoa into the text of a Musa- 
shiya ad.* In “How Musa-Shiya the Shirtmaker Broke into Print,” a small 
publication written as a result of the popularity of the ads, Mellen wrote 
about the successful ad campaign for the shirtmaker and noted its popu- 
larity with tourists and American servicemen, who sent copies of the ads 
to family and friends around the world.* 

The use of Mead’s name in an ad for a local business is in and of itself 
not remarkable. However, the fact the Musa-shiya ads had become popu- 
lar tourist souvenirs meant that the ad that referred to Mead may have 
traveled much farther afield than was typical of most ads in local papers. 
Due to the happenstance of her staying in Honolulu with a family of local 
repute and the coincidence of her visit occurring during the run of an 
idiosyncratic local ad campaign, Mead made the news, and was en- 
sconced in popular culture even before she had set off for Samoa. 


“Fear Felt for Philadelphia Girl Cut Off 
in Samoa by Hurricane” 


Mead arrived in American Samoa August 31, 1925. Five months later she 
was in the news again when a devastating hurricane hit the Samoan Is- 
lands, cutting off communication between the United States and Ameri- 
can Samoa. An article in the Philadelphia Public Ledger reported: “Pro- 
fessor E. S. Mead Unable to Reach His Daughter by Cable since Storm— 
She Is Doing Research Work on Origin of Flapper.” A photograph cap- 
tioned “Miss Margaret Mead” (even though she was married and had a 
doctorate at the time) showed an anxious-looking youthful Margaret. 


s PUBLIC LEDGER—PH] 


Fear Felt for Philadelphia Girl 
- Cut Off in Samoa by Hurricane 


Prof. E. S. Mead Unable to Reach His Daughter by 
Cable Since Storm—She Is Doing Research 
Work on Origin of Flapper 7 











The parents of ‘a twenty-four year 
old girl of this city who is doing re- 
search work into the origin of the 
“flapper” in. the Samoan Islands ex-} 
pressed fear yesterday for her safety 
and welfare since the hurricane which 
struck the islands last creek destroyed 
wenns of eonmunieation. 

A cablegrim was cveeived from the 
wir, Miss Margaret Mead, by her par- 
ents, Professor and Mrs, D. S. Mead, 
of 4213 Chestnut street, on Monday, 
but efforts to get n enhle back to her 
proved fruitless. Miss Mead his been 
sending a enble to her father, who is 
Professor of Finance in (he Wharton 
School of the University of Pennsy)- 
vania, each month, hut it is believed 
by her parents that the Inar cable she 
sent was filed the day before the hur- 
ticane struck the islands, 

Miss Mead is living on the island of 
T’au in the Manua group, heing the 
only white person there escept 15, R. 
Holt, the U. S. government representa- 
‘tive and his wife. The island is eight 
miles wide and eleyen long. About 
a thousand natives in four villeges in- 
habit it, | 

The young woman jas heen on the | MISS MARGARET MEAD 
island since September, her parents said | 
last meght, and wil probably stay until in all civilizations since the world be 





next August. She is doing anthropolo- gan. p 
gical research work, seeking to prove Her work is sanctioned by the Aine- 
that the much reviled ‘‘fapper™' is nor views Academy of  Sctence which 
u modern phenomenon but has exisied awarded her a research fellowshin. 


Figure 1.7 Newspaper article from the Philadelphia Public Ledger, January 
1926. (Mead Archives, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress) 
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The article explained that Mead was doing anthropological research 
“seeking to prove that the much reviled ‘flapper’ is not a modern phenom- 
enon but has existed in all civilizations since the world began” and 
played up the inherent drama of the situation. Mead was characterized 
as “the only white person there except E. R. Holt, the government repre- 
sentative, and his wife,” thus accentuating the fact that she was a young, 
twenty-four-year-old white American woman on her own in a remote and 
dangerous place. Here Mead’s research has been transformed into the 
topic of “the origin of the flapper” (whatever that might mean exactly), 
while the description of her research goal seems to be at complete odds 
with what she was actually interested in proving: that adolescent behavior 
is not the result of inborn hereditary traits, but, rather the result of envi- 
ronmental factors, which in the case of the flapper were modernity and 
Western civilization. 

The article represents the confluence of several factors that contributed 
to Mead’s early fame. First, there was the serendipity of a dramatic natu- 
ral disaster striking the very island in the far-off Pacific where Mead was 
living. Second, the fact that she was alone in the field, young and female, 
as well as the daughter of a member of Philadelphia’s professional com- 
munity. And, finally, the press’s transformation of the subject matter of 
her research into a topic that peaked the public’s curiosity: the origin of 
the “much reviled flapper.” 

A few days after the article appeared, Mead was able to cable her par- 
ents that she was fine, which was also reported in the Philadelphia papers. 


Mead in the Popular Press: 1926-31 


Even before Mead published Coming of Age in Samoa, upon her return to 
New York in 1926 articles about her research in Samoa began to appear in 
local newspapers as well as national magazines. Most of these highlighted 
her research on the flapper, but they also focused on her youthfulness and 
anthropology as adventure. For example, a 1927 article in the New York 
Sun ran the headline: “Says Scientist—Idea Archaic Survival: Has Studied 
the Flapper in the South Seas, Where Western Civilization Has Not Im- 
posed Its Misconception of Flaming Youth.” The article’s headline re- 
ferred to Flaming Youth, the popular novel of the period about the 
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younger generation.** Visiting Mead in her office at the American Mu- 
seum of Natural History, the reporter commented: 


Dr. Mead is pleasantly different from what one might expect of a person with 
degrees, intelligence and a position of importance. She is small, attractive, 
with bobbed hair, and young. Only 26 years old and she sits amid her books 
and papers behind a very large desk, and in addition to her regular routine 
of work steals away at times to delve sympathetically into the problem of 
our younger generation. She is vivid, interested in her work and exceedingly 
enthusiastic; and how much nicer it is that one her age should ring down the 
curtain on the flapper-sheik farce than some old person who years ago lost 
contact with the age about which he attempts to write. “*” ? 


Again, Mead’s youthfulness comes to the fore. In an era when the gap 
between the old and the young was seen as insurmountable, and youth 
was admired and subjected to the scrutiny of experts and the limelight of 
the media, to be a young researcher was not only advantageous but also 
imperative to the newsworthiness of her endeavor. All the more so since 
the subject she was investigating was adolescent behavior. 

The photo that accompanied this article showed Mead posed against a 
background of Samoan bark cloth, emblematic of this South Seas island. 
She stands holding a woven skirt such as she wore when dancing as a 
taupou, or ceremonial princess, in one hand and a woven fiber fan in 
the other. With her bobbed hair, short skirt, and Mary Jane-style black 
strapped shoes—the “little girl” shoes that were de rigueur for young 
women in the 1920s—Mead looks like a flapper herself ready to dance. 
In reality, Mead was neither Samoan princess nor flapper; but the juxtapo- 
sition of the two roles, one exotic, the other ultramodern and civilized, 
and Mead’s ability to appear to perform them both, was part of the image 
she and the media created to capture the public’s attention. 

However, it was the combination of Mead’s youthfulness and being 
female that really made her noteworthy, as this 1931 article for a series, 
Youth Takes the Lead, that featured women who had achieved promi- 
nence in the arts, professions and business, demonstrates.’ A headshot of 
Mead, hair bobbed, glasses removed, accompanied the article. Her deter- 
mined young face is posed against the backdrop of a medallion decorated 
with lines that radiate from the center like rays of the sun, setting her off as 
if she were in a spotlight. This celebrity-style treatment of Mead’s image 
attempts to reproduce the aura of a movie star in a photo magazine. 


‘Adolescence Not a Time of Conflict, 
| Says Scientist--Idea Archaic Survival 








Has Studied the Neaioed| 
in the South Seas, 
Where Western Civili- 
zation has Not Imposed 
Its Misconception of 
Flaming Youth. 





S adolescence necessarily a time 
I of conflict? Should mother and 
father throw up their hands in 
horror when daughter reaches the 
age of sixteen, when she expresses 
her modern ideas at the breakfast 
table and they see nicotine stains on 
her fingers and resign themselves to 
the inevitable? Are the theories we 
have accepted concerning the tur- 
moil and strife that is supposed to 
seethe in every young person's 
‘breast fundamentally wrong? And, 
after all, is there really any con- 
flict, any struggle, or is it merely an 
dilusion that has afforded superfluous 
material for novelists and scenārists? 
And does son really storm intro- 
spectively under his coonskin coat? 


Only a Pet Theory. 


Dr. Margaret Mead, assistant cura- 
tor of ethnology at the American 
Museum of Natural History, says 
there is no period in the development 
of the normal child such as we have 
exaggerated and commercialized. 
Positively not. She says that we ex- 
pect a conflict; that if there is any 
it is superficially demonstrative, 
necessitated by our present-day civili- 
zation, and is not the result of any 
physiological changes. And she de- 
etroys our idea, catalogues it as 
archaic and sets it aside in the dust 
among certain other pet theories 
that passed away with hoopskirts 
and good manners, And she proves 
her statement. 

Dr. Mead is pleasantly different 
from what one might expect of a 
person with degrees, intelligence and 
a position of Importance. She is 
small, attractive, with bobbed hair, 
and young. Only 26 years old and 
she sits amid her books and papers 
behind a very large desk, and in ad- 
dition to her regular routine of work Dr. Margaret Mead. 
steals away at times to delve sym- 








Figure 1.8 “Has Studied the Flapper in the South Seas.” Mead, looking 
somewhat like a flapper herself, holds artifacts from Samoa. A piece of Samoan 
bark cloth serves as the backdrop. New York Sun, 1927. (Mead Archives, 
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress) 
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Figure 1.9 “Margaret Mead, An- 
thropologist,” United States 32-cent 
stamp. (Courtesy of the United 
States Postal Service) 





Another article titled “An American Princess of the South Seas: The 
Fascinating Experience of a Young American Girl Who Lived among the 
Natives of the South Seas and Was Adopted by Them and Made a Prin- 
cess,” employed the long-popular American trope of being adopted (or 
captured) by natives. While another (falsely) dramatized the danger of 
her being a white woman alone among “primitive savages”: 


When she was 23 she journeyed alone to Samoa in parts where no other 
white woman had ever been. ... She learned their language and became 
bosom friends with these brown-skinned people in less time than a New 
Yorker could scrape up a speaking acquaintance with the family in the next 
apartment ... being the only white woman living with South Sea natives is 
“old stuff” to Dr. Margaret Mead. ... And what’s more, she claims there’s 
nothing for a white woman to be afraid of living among primitive savages— 
that is, if she makes friends with the women folk.” 


Ignoring any personal inconvenience, Mead commented that, 


getting yourself killed in the jungles is very unfair to other women who might 
want to follow you in this work—one woman’s death would ruin things for 
all women. You see, most governments already frown on women going where 
there is danger. And so I always felt an added responsibility.” 


Here Mead conveys her awareness of her responsibility as a female an- 
thropologist—because there were not many women going off to do 
fieldwork in remote places—and also her growing sense of herself as a 
role model for other women. 
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The Romance of Becoming the Other 


In 1931 Mead wrote a chapter titled “Life as a Samoa Girl” for a book 
titled All True! The Record of Actual Adventures That Have Happened 
to Ten Women of Today.” In her piece, Mead wrote about her transforma- 
tion from the modern young woman of twenty-three we see pictured at 
the beginning of the article into the role of a young Samoan girl eight 
years her junior: 


I was twenty-three, but because the Samoans are tall and well built and I 
am not, I was about the height and build of a fifteen year old... . My hair 
was bobbed, as was the hair of their girls in the teens—while the older ones 
used to let their hair grow. And my cue was to become a Samoan girl as nearly 
as possible. . . . I had to learn to walk barefoot, eat raw the rich little tuitui 
fish which taste like custard, and to dance in Samoan dress with my skin 
rubbed with scented coconut oil and a hibiscus flower carefully balanced 
behind my ear.” 


No photographs of Mead dressed in Samoan garb accompany the article. 
Instead, the reader is allowed to let her imagination wander freely, 
transposing Mead’s description of herself in Samoan dress into an image 
of the reader herself becoming a Samoan girl. With no actual image of 
Mead in Samoa, the reader can more easily imagine being in Samoa, tast- 
ing the tuitui fish, and walking barefoot on the beach without actually 
leaving the safety of her home. 

Heightening the dramatic tension of her adventure for her readers, 
Mead writes: “I wasn’t very sure of how I would succeed in this strange 
kind of adventure, this adventure of shedding all one’s own ways of 
eating, sleeping, talking, laughing, just as if they were an old skin instead 
of the most important part of one, and putting on the attitudes of a Samoa 
girl, as easily as if they were only a party dress.””* For Mead, who loved 
to dress up and perform in pageants and plays, being a participant ob- 
server in Samoa may have seemed simply like learning to play another 
role, this time that of a young Samoan girl. 

The climax of Mead’s story comes when she demonstrates her success- 
ful performance of her role as well as her quick-wittedness. Toward the 
end of her stay a Samoan chief wanted to marry her and accompany her 
on her trip home. She found herself caught in a web of her own creation: 
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by transforming herself into a young Samoan woman, she had also placed 
herself in the position that any young Samoan woman might face, of being 
asked for in marriage. On the one hand, the request indicated her success- 
ful transformation; on the other hand, it also called her bluff. As she 
admits, “Now I wondered as I sat in that circle of dark expectant faces, 
if all the flimsy structure was going to collapse about my head, and end 
only in my insulting a Samoan chief in his native village.” 

Not wanting to offend the chief, but also knowing that her Samoan 
hosts were wondering how she would handle the situation, she offered 
the chief a gracious way out of a proposal that she thought no one really 
took seriously. She explained to the assembled crowd that when she had 
left America she had told people that she was going around the world by 
herself. “All the people laughed and said that a mere girl could not go 
around the world by herself. Were I to accept his lordship’s most honor- 
able invitation and were he to accompany me, all the people would laugh 
and say that they had been right. And I would be ashamed because I had 
boasted of something I could not perform.” Apparently this explanation 
satisfied everyone; Mead said that the tension in the crowd dissipated and 
the crisis passed, “For I had given the courteous answer.”” 

Mead structured her article around the trope of identity transforma- 
tion, suggesting that success as an anthropologist lies in the ability to lay 
aside one identity and assume another, for “only by losing my identity, as 
far as possible, had I been able to become acquainted with the Samoan 
girls, receive their whispered confidences and learn at the same time the 
answer to the scientists’ questions.””° But she also knows that some of the 
appeal for her readers of her experience in Samoa is their transformation, 
that is, their ability to imagine themselves in one or both of her roles: 
Mead the anthropologist and Mead the Samoan girl. 


Mead and the Importance of 
Being Twenty in the 1920s 


> 


While Mead was not the first female anthropologist to be a “New” or 
“Modern” woman,” she happened to be a Modern Woman in the 1920s 
when women had recently gained the vote and the nation was enjoying 
the economic prosperity and postwar euphoria of the Roaring Twenties. 
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The media’s ability to fashion Mead into a popular heroine was the result 
of her youthfulness and the adventure and romance associated with her 
travel to far-off Samoa as an anthropologist, a profession the press glam- 
orized and exoticized. In short, “the girl scientist and her book [Coming 
of Age in Samoa] embodied the American Dream,””* a dream of adven- 
ture, achievement, and self-assurance. 

There has long been a tradition in America of representing the nation 
and the values, beliefs, and ideals that it stood for with the image of a 
woman, or more precisely, with a variety of different images of women. 
As Martha Banta has demonstrated, during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries: 


America was symbolized as “female, young, pretty, Protestant, and northern 
European. She was the heiress of America’s history, as edited by the American 
Whigs. Her features were ‘regular’ and Caucasian. Her bloodline was pure 
and vigorous. That she might have ‘nerves’ and that her will was at times 
inconveniently strong, was, after all, to be expected of any physical or psychi- 
cal type that represented the nation’s own restlessness and independence of 
spirit. Whether too selfless or too selfish, whatever else the Girl was, her vari- 
ous images had power over the public imagination. She was problematic, just 


as the country was.””” 


In the 1920s, Mead was a comely, petite, flapperesque-looking young 
woman. She used her petite frame and short stature to emphasize her 
youthfulness—much in the way that flapper’s themselves celebrated an- 
drogyny with their flat chests, short hair, and straight, loose-fitting 
dresses. More importantly, her petite size also accentuated the contrast 
between her seeming frailness and the strength of her wit, intelligence, 
and determination to do things that other women were not allowed to do 
or were thought too weak and helpless to undertake, such as traveling 
around the world alone or undertaking fieldwork in a remote locale. 

Her features were “regular” and Caucasian, her brown hair bobbed as 
was then the fashion among daring young women, and, as the descendant 
of Anglo-Saxon forebears from New England and the Midwest, her 
bloodline was both “pure and vigorous.” In many respects the young 
Margaret Mead was an apt representation of the symbolic “American 
woman” Banda described. Part of her appeal to the American public 
may have been that she came to represent a set of ideas and ideals about 
the nation, its culture, and what it meant to be “an American.” Even 
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Mead’s unconventionality—such as her decision to keep her own last 
name when she married—was noteworthy and seen as evidence of her 
independent spirit, as was the fact that she went alone to do research in 
American Samoa. 

Thus, the process of the creation of Margaret Mead as an American 
icon began during the 1920s, when Mead was still in her twenties. Given 
this American tradition of representing the nation with the image of a 
woman, it was highly significant that Mead was a woman. A male anthro- 
pologist simply would not have been able to play the same symbolic role. 

The association of Mead with the 1920s is perhaps best exemplified 
by her appearance on a 32-cent U.S. postage stamp, one in a series that 
celebrates each decade of the twentieth century in America. Mead, along 
with Charles Lindbergh, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Babe Ruth, is in the set 
commemorating the 1920s, representative of an era “known for its thrill 
seekers and heroes,” for jazz, prohibition, women’s suffrage, and radio 
entertainment, and for new words such as “motel,” “robot,” “fan mail,” 
and “teenager.” 1 

The image of Mead reproduced on the stamp is that of a young, 
bobbed-haired Margaret (sans glasses) set against a background of pat- 
terned Samoan tapa cloth. On the back of the stamp Mead is described 
as an anthropologist who “explored the effect of culture on the behavior 
and personalities of children and adults, as well as the differences between 
men and women.”!” 

As we will see in chapter 3, Mead’s Samoan research added to our 
understanding of adolescence in general by means of her reflection on 
the significance of her Samoan findings for youth in America. However, 
although it is true that her work on culture and its effects on personality 
and behavior commenced in the 1920s, the statement on the stamp more 
accurately summarizes the broader scope period of her research and 
thinking about gender and sexuality that continued into the 1930s and 
40s and beyond. In the next chapter we will consider the changing image 
of Mead as a woman, that of an older, more mature Margaret Mead. 


CHAPTER 2 


= 
Images of the Mature Mead 





Sexual adventurers like Margaret Mead... 
—Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind, 1987 


U.. many females who became celebrities in their youth but 
faded quickly from popular memory, Mead was able to maintain her 
fame as she became middle-aged and older. This chapter considers vari- 
ous meanings associated with images of the mature Mead and the 
roles she assumed as a mature woman, including wife, mother, grand- 
mother, older sage or guru, and, most recently, as an icon for queers, 
lesbians, and bisexuals. 


Mead and Marriage 


Just as Mead had created the illusion in Samoa that she was unmarried 
in order to facilitate gaining the confidence of adolescent girls, in New 
York she had sometimes acted as though she was not married, having 
extramarital affairs with men as well as women. Thus, marriage was an- 
other arena in which Mead did not hold to traditional societal attitudes 
or female standards of behavior, causing some people to see her as daring 
and liberated from bourgeois norms, while others, such as conservative 
scholar Allan Bloom, viewed her disparagingly as a “sexual adventurer.” 

Mead was married three times, first to Luther Cressman in 1923, then 
to New Zealand-born anthropologist Reo Fortune in 1927, and lastly, in 
1937, to British anthropologist Gregory Bateson. From the very start she 
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Figure 2.1 Mead and Luther Cressman, Doylestown, Pennsylvania, 1918. 
(Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 


kept her own name, a fact the press commented upon when she married 
Luther Cressman: “Miss Mead denies she is following a fad, or carrying 
out some ‘feminist principle’ in determining to retain her maiden name 
after marriage. ‘I simply want to continue to be known as Miss Mead for 
my own convenience,’ she said.”! 

Anthropology, Mead once quipped, was hard on marriages.’ In her case 
it was also accurate to say that fame was hard on her marriages, especially 
to Fortune and Bateson. Even so, after her marriage to Bateson ended she 
entertained the fantasy of marrying British anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer, 


Figure 2.2 Mead with Reo Fortune in Pere Village, Manus, 1928. 
the Library of Congress and the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 





(Courtesy of 
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although she knew he was gay. Being married, it appears, was another role 
Mead liked to assume. Not only did she enjoy the companionship of men, 
intellectual as well as emotional (and sexual), just as much as she enjoyed 
the companionship of women, it was also useful in terms of a division of 
labor in anthropological research. Although her friendships with former 
female lovers were more enduring than those with men, she remained 
friendly with all three of her husbands after they divorced. She also estab- 
lished long-lasting friendships with other men, including the psychologists 
Lawrence Frank and Erik Erikson, social scientist Ray Birdwhistell, and 
photographer Paul Byers. As she grew older she also initiated intellectual 
collaborations with men considerably younger than herself, such as Life 
magazine photographer Ken Heyman and anthropologist Theodore 
Schwartz, whom she took with her on field trips to Bali and New Guinea. 

Her own marriage record not withstanding, Mead was regarded as an 
expert on male-female relations and marriage. She cultivated this role 
through her books and a monthly column in Redbook magazine and on 
television talk shows and lectures, always thinking innovatively about 
changes that could be made to modify, yet preserve, the institution: ideas 
such as trial marriages, marriage insurance, and two-step marriage that 
generated much heated debate among audiences. In a draft of her autobi- 
ography, she acknowledged her surprise and pleasure that the American 
public was willing to ignore the fact that she had been divorced three 
times and accept her as an expert on the topic of marriage.’ 

The public may have done so in part because Mead’s behavior reflected 
a changing marriage pattern in twentieth-century America. When her 
marriage to Bateson ended in 1948, Mead was middle-aged and a single 
mother with an adolescent daughter to raise. She insisted that divorce did 
not mean a failed marriage; it meant that one or both individuals had 
outgrown their relationship. Such changes were bound to happen over 
time, she observed in 1949 in a chapter titled “Can Marriage Be for Life?” 
in her popular book Male and Female.* Obviously, she did not believe so. 

Mead had indeed kept the fact she was married a secret from the Samo- 
ans, and during her lifetime she also kept the fact that she engaged in 
extramarital affairs hidden from the public. As anthropologist Rhoda Me- 
traux, her partner later in life, once said, Mead’s private life was just 
that—“private.” This type of discretion—or the discrepancy between her 
public persona and her private life—was not unusual during the twentieth 
century for high profile women such as Mead, Eleanor Roosevelt, and 
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Katharine Hepburn. Although societal standards for female sexual behav- 
ior were changing, they still held women, especially married women, to a 
standard different from men. Whereas men such Franklin D. Roosevelt 
and John F. Kennedy might be allowed to have affairs on the side, famous 
women were expected to be loyal to their spouses.° 


Mead and Motherhood 


Like marriage, motherhood was another topic Mead focused on through- 
out her professional life, even before she was a mother herself. Ever since 
she was a young girl, Mead said that she had wanted to have children, a 
passel of them. However, in 1926 when her gynecologist told her that she 
would never be able to conceive, the news did not distress her.° Instead, 
she divorced Luther Cressman, whom she had thought would make an 
outstanding father, and married Reo Fortune, an anthropologist whose 
personality she thought would be antithetical to parenthood. Later, while 
doing fieldwork with Fortune among the recently pacified Mundugumor 
people in New Guinea, for the first time Mead encountered a culture that 
did not value children. Repulsed by the Mundugumor’s aversion to chil- 
dren, Mead vowed to have a child herself. After a miscarriage while in 
the field (provoked, it appears, by a fall she suffered when Fortune, in a 
fit of anger, struck her), Mead divorced Fortune and eventually married 
Gregory Bateson, another man whom she felt would be a good father. 
We see in this narrative that Mead recounts in her autobiography yet 
another example of her indomitable self-confidence and willfulness. Med- 
ical prognostications to the contrary, she was going to have a child.’ Fi- 
nally, after marrying Gregory Bateson and enduring subsequent miscar- 
riages and a period of confinement, on December 8, 1939, she gave birth 
to her first and only child, Mary Catherine Bateson. Mead was thirty- 
eight years old, a world-renowned expert on child development, and an 
experienced observer of childbirth in several Pacific cultures. Based on 
these experiences, she had a very clear idea of how she wanted things 
organized for her own child’s birth—she wanted a pediatrician in the 
delivery room along with the obstetrician, she wanted to be able to breast- 
feed her baby on demand, to have access to a wet nurse if her milk did 
not flow sufficiently in the beginning, and to facilitate feeding on demand 
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she wanted her baby to be able to sleep in the same room with her.’ She 
also wanted to have the birth recorded on film, for she believed that in 
the first hour after birth an infant is “more clearly herself than she will 
ever be again for days or months as the environment makes an increasing 
mark, so that these moments were critical to record.”? (As it turned out, 
the obstetrician had to delay the birth by ten minutes in order for the 
filmmaker to get extra lights from her car!) 

None of these things were common practice in American hospitals at the 
time. In order to get her way Mead had to find both an obstetrician and a 
hospital willing to allow a pediatrician to be in the delivery room, as well 
as an unconventional pediatrician." Prior to her pregnancy Mead had met 
a young pediatrician interested in psychiatry and psychoanalysis at lectures 
they had both attended at the New York Psychoanalytic Institute.’ The 
pediatrician, Dr. Benjamin Spock, was interested in the work Mead and 
Bateson had done on child development in New Guinea and Bali. 

When Spock first published his popular Baby and Child Care book in 
1943, it reflected the influence Mead had had on him. For example, he 
too advocated “self-demand feeding” and the benefits of breast-feeding.” 
As her daughter observed, “The innovations that Margaret made as a 
parent were actually greater than they now seem because so many have 
since been incorporated in the patterns of society.” Like Mead, Spock 
later became a regular contributor of a monthly column in Redbook mag- 
azine. Their ideas about children, family, and American culture often com- 
plemented each other and influenced several generations of American par- 
ents. It was only in the 1970s, when conservatives criticized both Spock 
and Mead for their political views—in particular, their antiwar stance— 
that their views on child care came under attack as well." 

As her mother had done when she was an infant, Mead took copious 
notes on Mary Catherine’s behavior. The image of a maternal Mead, one 
of the most prevalent and enduring associated with her, was now authenti- 
cated by the fact that she was a mother herself. 


Mead Mobilizes for War: 
Assignment—Cross-Cultural Mediator 


By the time she was middle-aged, as one of her colleagues noted, Margaret 
Mead had become “a brand name.”'* This was largely the result of her 
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Figure 2.4 Mary Catherine Bateson as a baby with her father Gregory Bateson, 
1940. Note the camera around Gregory Bateson’s neck. (Courtesy of the 
Library of Congress and the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 


frequent appearances at conferences, on the radio, and in the press. 
Images of the mature Mead often show her on a podium delivering a 
lecture or behind a microphone. Even when talking over the radio 
Mead spoke with her hands, gesticulating to emphasize a point to her 
invisible audience. 

During the war years Mead went to Washington, DC along with Ruth 
Benedict, Bateson, and other anthropologists to “mobilize” anthropology 
in the fight to defeat fascism.” Initially, she participated in the Committee 
on National Morale, a quasi-official group of intellectuals concerned with 
the war in Europe. After Pearl Harbor, she became the executive secretary 
of the National Research Council’s Committee on Food Habits.'* This 
assignment offered her the opportunity to crisscross the United States to 
observe how different communities in different regions of the country 
were adapting to food rationing and changing their food habits as a result 
of wartime living conditions. Her observations of many different Ameri- 
can communities, rural and urban, large and small, those newly formed in 
response to the war such as Oak Ridge, Tennessee,” or older communities 
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Figure 2.5 Even when talking on the radio, Mead used her hands expressively 
to punctuate her statements. (Date of photograph unknown. Neg. No. 33742. 
Courtesy of the Department of Library Services, American Museum of 
Natural History) 


depleted of their youth as a result of wartime activities, provided her with 
material for her first book about American culture, And Keep Your Pow- 
der Dry: An Anthropologist Looks at America.” 

Mead’s experience observing American society and applying anthropo- 
logical methods and insights to the solution of problems of immediate 
practical concern during the war marked a momentous shift in her career 
as well as the beginning of a new field of applied anthropology and a 
new methodology, the study of cultures at a distance, which Mead helped 
initiate.” It also initiated a new role for her as cultural commentator and 
translator of American culture to non-American audiences. In 1943, the 
Office of War Information asked Mead to travel to England to use her 
expertise on male-female relations and sexuality to analyze the dating 
practices of American Gls and British women.” Her task was to clear up 
a cross-cultural misunderstanding about the American idea of “a date” 


Images of the Mature Mead 67 


Co-op Housekeeping Solves the Problem 








Mr. and Mrs, Gregory Bateson and thelr daughter photographed | 
before Mr. Bateson went on overseas service. Mrs. Bateson is | 
Margaret Mead, the anthropologist. From her own experience as | 
a “war widow,” Dr. Mead has gained valuable pointers for other 
| mothers in her position. 











Figure 2.6 Mead and Gregory Bateson with their daughter, Mary Catherine, 
1943. The article identified Mead as a “war widow,” as Bateson was soon to 
depart for overseas duty. (Mead Archives, Manuscript Division, Library of 
Congress) 


that was causing tension between American soldiers based in England 
and British civilians among whom they were residing. In an eight-page 
memorandum later published as a pamphlet for public distribution Mead 
explained that English girls had been raised to expect boys to do what 
American boys expected girls to do: impose restraints on how far a couple 
went sexually on a date.” Given this cultural misunderstanding, neither 
partner had been calling a halt and both parties considered the other to 
be immoral. Although the British Foreign Office considered the pamphlet 
to be “an admirable document,” it also felt that it overemphasized the 
“boy meets girl” relationship to the detriment of other social issues. Re- 
peating a popular stereotype about Mead, it went on to say that this em- 
phasis was “perhaps rather natural since Miss Mead is an anthropologist 
of a school notable for its studies into the mating habits of certain aborigi- 
nal tribes in the SW Pacific.” 

While in England, Mead toured the country as a guest of the British 
Ministry of Information speaking on topics that included The American 
Family, Men and Women in America, Parents and Children in America, 
and The Cult of Success in America; or, American Puritanism in 1943, all 
subjects that she had focused on in And Keep Your Powder Dry.” The 


68 Chapter 2 


British Federation of Business and Professional Women, however, wanted 
Mead to talk about the implications of her South Pacific research for the 
role of British women because, they said, her research (in Sex and Temper- 
ament in Three Primitive Societies) had “startled the scientific world” 
with her finding that “temperament was neither male or female but 
human.” Moreover, she had demonstrated by comparative studies “how 
men and women in varying cultures have developed widely different char- 
acteristics in response to social demands.” 

Mead’s talk, titled “Science, Women, and the Problem of Power” was 
advertised as follows: 


Before the war many people in this country held that women could not do 
certain jobs because they were women, or that if they did them they would 
cease to be womanly. 

The war has proved that they were wrong . 

THE BRITISH FEDERATION OF BUSINESS AND PROFESSIONAL 
WOMEN which represents over 110,000 trained women, believes that in 
war and in peace women must make their full contribution as citizens ac- 
cording to their talents and not according to their sex if there is to be work 
stability. This means problems of re-adjustment which need straight thinking. 
We have asked Dr. Mead to help us evaluate and face these problems.” 


In a letter to Mead the federation’s president wrote, “I do feel that your 
lecture will be a land-mark in the women’s movement in this country. I 
have felt for a long time that we needed a reorientation of thought about 
the part which women should play in the community, and I know that 
your lecture will help to clarify the minds of many of us.”?’ 

Just as she had become a symbol of women’s rights and the equality of 
the sexes in the United States with the popular success of her books, talks 
such as this one promoted her reputation in Britain as a champion of 
women’s rights. As a result of the time she spent there, she became even 
better known internationally than she had been before the war. 


The Postwar Years: Mead and Male and Female 


A mature Mead, her own marriage on the rocks, presented the Jacob 
Gimbel Lectures in Sex Psychology in California in 1946. She used com- 
parative data from all seven of the South Seas societies in which she had 
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worked to sum up her findings about sex similarities and differences. 
These lectures provided the basis for Male and Female, the last book she 
wrote on sex and gender in which she argued the importance of women’s 
biological role as mothers.’ 

One of Mead’s most provocative statements about parenthood in Male 
and Female was that human fatherhood is a social invention. Basing her 
insights on her observations of fatherhood in non-Western societies as well 
as her reading in the field of primatology, she came to the conclusion that, 
“Somewhere at the dawn of human history, some social invention was 
made under which males started nurturing females and their young.”” This 
behavior makes humans different from their other primate relatives where 
males leave females and their children to fend for themselves. The result 
was the creation of the human family. There are many different forms of 
the family in different cultures, but “within the family, each new generation 
of young males learn the appropriate nurturing behavior and superimpose 
upon their biologically given maleness this learned parental role.”* 


The Maternal Mead 


After the birth of her daughter, Mead and the media emphasized maternal 
images of herself even more than before. Photographs such as one of Mead 
holding a Balinese baby that Ken Heyman took for Life magazine in 1954 
or of Mead seated with a group of college students at Columbia University 
gathered at her feet listening raptly to her, present images of a matronly 
mother figure, one with graying hair who had put ona considerable num- 
ber of pounds since her slim youthful days in Samoa. Images such as these 
led one journalist to call Mead the “den mother to all of humanity.” 

The postwar American public seemed to find this maternal, somewhat 
dowdy-looking figure comforting. Like a scolding mother who has her 
children’s best interests at heart, people were willing to accept Mead’s 
sometimes-radical ideas and stinging critique of contemporary American 
society. Here, for example, is her assessment of the complacency and me- 
diocrity of 1950s America: 


What we have today is a retreat into low-level goodness. Men are all working 
hard building barbecues, being devoted to their wives and spending time with 
their children. Many of us feel, “We never had it so good!” After three wars 
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and a depression, we’re impressed by the rising curve. All we want is it not 
to blow up.*! 


As well as the equally low-level expectations American parents had for 
their children: 


We have refused to recognize the creativity of youth. We don’t want our 
children to write poetry or go to the stars. We want them to go steady, get 
married and have four children.” 


She was a mother figure who constantly chided her wayward children, 
egging them on to do better for themselves, their children, and America. 
She was also a mother figure who had much to say about childbearing 
and motherhood as important female roles and activities just at a time 
when the United States was on the verge of the postwar baby boom. 


The Feminine Mystique: 
Betty Friedan’s Critique of Male and Female 


In 1963, the time was ripe for Betty Friedan’s incendiary book, The Femi- 
nine Mystique.” Friedan used her own life story as the basis for her dia- 
tribe against the “problem that has no name,” which she then labeled 
“the feminine mystique.” She was critical of the ways in which American 
society kept American women helpless and in the home. Her jeremiad 
struck a resounding chord among her generation of postwar, mostly 
white, educated, middle-class American women. As did her solution to 
the problem: self-actualization as a challenge to the traditional feminine 
roles of housewife and mother. 

The Feminine Mystique appeared at a point when Friedan could assert 
with justification that Mead was the best-known social scientist in 
America: 


Her work on culture and personality—book after book, study after study— 
has had a profound effect on the women of my generation, the one before 
it, and the generation now growing up. She was, and still is, the symbol of 
the woman thinker in America... Margaret Mead is her own best popular- 
izer—and her influence has been felt in almost every layer of American 
thought.** 
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Friedan, who had studied psychology until she dropped out of graduate 
school and got married, had more than a passing understanding of Mead’s 
work and its place in contemporary social science.* In The Feminine Mys- 
tique she devoted an entire chapter to excoriating Mead for having turned 
traitor to her own sex.” First establishing the breadth of Mead’s influence, 
Friedan then singled out Male and Female as the cornerstone of the femi- 
nine mystique: “increasingly, in her own pages, her interpretation blurs, 
is subtly transformed, into a glorification of women in the female role— 
as defined by their sexual biological function.*” 

Friedan’s portrait of Mead is a complex one; she admired Mead for her 
earlier anthropological work and for the example she had set for other 
women in the independent manner in which she had lived her own life. 
Friedan even acknowledged that in the decade following the publication 
of Male and Female, Mead had expressed concern over the “return of 
the cavewoman” mentality in contemporary American women who had 
retreated wholeheartedly into the cosseted domesticity of their homes.*® 
But rather than celebrating the plasticity of women’s behavior and the 
variety of roles women play in different societies, Friedan opined, Mead 
rejected her own earlier findings and reverted to a neo-Freudian function- 
alist framework in which anatomy was destiny and the pinnacle of a wom- 
an’s achievement was the fulfillment of her biological function as a 
mother. Moreover, Friedan bitterly observed, Mead seemed oblivious to 
the fact that through her neo-Freudian take on the importance of women 
as mothers and caregivers in Male and Female, she had been a major 
influence on women and their acceptance of the feminine mystique.” 

Friedan’s argument presents an image of Mead as a traitor to her sex 
and as a functionalist social scientist whose work had the effect of “freez- 
ing” women and men in their existing sex roles. She portrays Mead as a 
fallen heroine who was bold, even revolutionary, in her youth when she 
was an exemplar of women’s potential. But over time Mead lost that vision 
of women and ended up glorifying the same timeworn masculine and femi- 
nine roles that her fellow functionalist social scientists were touting. 

As a result of the overwhelming success of The Feminine Mystique, 
Friedan went on to play a major role in the creation of the second wave 
of feminism in the United States. In 1966 she helped establish NOW (Na- 
tional Organization for Women), and throughout the 1960s and early 
1970s she was a major figure in the women’s movement, albeit a contro- 
versial one. One legacy of The Feminine Mystique was that a younger 
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generation of feminists such as Kate Millet, Ti-Grace Atkinson, and Robin 
Morgan, who spearheaded the second wave of feminist activism in the 
late 1960s and 70s—many of whom were much more radical in their 
politics than Friedan—also rejected Mead as a mentor or model for the 
type of activist feminists they envisioned themselves to be. They consid- 
ered her to be too mainstream, too much an apologist for the status quo. 
(These same radical feminists soon abandoned Friedan too, for many of 
the same reasons.) 

Later, in the late 1970s and 80s, a less radical cohort of feminists chose 
to claim Mead as a founding mother, anointing her with titles such as 
“first of the Libbies” and “Supersister” and according her a foundational 
role in feminist scholarship and the reshaping of academic disciplines such 
as the social sciences. For example, comparing Mead to the nineteenth- 
century feminist Margaret Fuller, feminist historian Eugenia Kaledin 
wrote that “like Fuller, [Mead’s] broad human concern about the nature 
of our civilization set her apart from the issue-oriented feminist thinkers 
of her lifetime, but the depth of her appreciation of women’s dilemmas 
should not be minimized.” 

According to Kaledin, “Margaret Mead, in the public eye almost as 
long as Eleanor Roosevelt, continued to make Americans aware that 
women, even old women, in other societies often had roles of significance 
and power. If her 1950s audience picked up the side of her message 
that accepted women’s biological function, it was not because Mead her- 
self ever neglected to talk about cultural conditioning as the source of 
women’s self-images.” Kaledin had in mind statements that Mead made 
to the press in the 1950s such as this one about American mothers: “we’ve 
made an abortive effort to turn women into people. We’ve sent them to 
school and put them in slacks. But we’ve focused on wifehood and repro- 
ductivity with no clue about what to do with mother after the children 
have left home.”” 


Mead and “Postmenopausal Zest” 


The “empty-nest syndrome” that Mead was referring to above was never 
an issue for her. A recurring image of her throughout her life was that of 
being a hardworking overachiever. As Mead matured, descriptions of her 
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conveyed what we would now label a workaholic personality. Depicted 
as constantly on the go, giving lectures, attending conferences, testifying 
at congressional hearings, she was “an energetic 58, working 15 hours a 
day” who needed only six hours of sleep a night and who got up at five in 
the morning “to write, answer correspondence, or read student papers.” 

In the film Margaret Mead: An Observer Observed, a clip from the 
1970s shows Mead with television talk show host David Frost. When he 
asked her how she managed to accomplish so much at her age, keeping a 
pace that would exhaust someone half her age, she quickly shot back: “It 
might have killed me too at that age! I attribute my energy to postmeno- 
pausal zest.” “ 

Her retort, of course, brought down the house—and left Frost mo- 
mentarily nonplussed, since in the 1970s the word menopause was sel- 
dom used in public. Her mention of postmenopausal zest on commercial 
television gave new life to a concept she had first introduced in a 1959 
profile in Life magazine. There she had bemoaned the fact that “we’ve 
found no way of using the resources of women in the 25 years of post- 
menopausal zest.”* 

In attributing her prodigious productivity to postmenopausal zest, 
Mead was contradicting the prevailing stereotype of menopausal women 
as “over the hill” and once again putting herself forth as a role model to 
other women. Moreover, in her book Woman, an Intimate Geography, 
Natalie Angier recently reminded readers that “Margaret Mead famously 
talked in the 1960s of the ‘zest’ of the postmenopausal woman,” helping 
to perpetuate this classic “Meadism.”* 


“On Being a Grandmother” 


On October 9, 1969, Mead became a grandmother.” Her daughter had 
married an Armenian named Barkev Kassarjian and they had a baby girl 
named Sevanne (Vanni) Margaret.*® As Mead wrote effusively in her 
monthly column for Redbook magazine, “Curious! Through no immedi- 
ate act of my own, my status was altered irreversibly and for all time.”” 

The role of grandmother delighted Mead, and she and the media culti- 
vated her grandmother image as an important dimension of her now el- 
derly public persona. The role pleased her in part because of the fond 





Figure 2.7 Mead with her granddaughter Vanni Kassarjian, 1969. (Photograph 
by Robert Levin. Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the Institute for 
Intercultural Studies) 
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memories she had of her own grandmother, Martha Ramsey Mead. 
Grandparents and grandchildren, Mead observed, were allies united 
against the parents.°’ The symmetry of the role of grandmother also al- 
lowed Mead an artful way to conclude Blackberry Winter, coming full 
circle from her childhood to her now assuming the role her grandmother 
had originally occupied in relationship to her, while also emphasizing the 
importance of the continuity of generations to the continuity of cultures. 
The role of grandparent was personally rewarding and also culturally 
significant to Mead. She understood that grandparents needed grandchil- 
dren “to keep the changing world alive for them.” As she wrote in the 
Redbook article, through the stories grandparents told, their grandchil- 
dren not only learned about the world as it had been for the grandparent 
but also what their parents’ childhood had been like.*! Grandparents thus 
linked the past to the present, while grandchildren linked the present to 
the future. Mead saw the value of the link between the generations that 
grandchildren established as a model for mutual learning across genera- 
tions, as a means whereby the gap between generations was bridged. 


“Folk Heroine to Youth”: 
Mead and the Generation Gap 


Just prior to her granddaughter’s birth, Mead had delivered a series of 
lectures on the subject of the generation gap at the American Museum of 
Natural History that were subsequently published in a small volume titled 
Culture and Commitment. The generation gap of the 1960s was in many 
ways a modern version of the crisis between youth and adults of the 
1920s. And once again, what Mead had to say about adolescence caught 
the media’s attention. As a Cosmopolitan magazine profile of Mead 
noted, “her latest vogue is as folk heroine to today’s youth.” Rather than 
criticizing the rebelliousness of American youth during the 1960s and 
70s, Mead championed their cause, seeing them as avatars of the future. 
Speaking of the postwar baby boom generation, she said: “These children 
were born into a whole world. They’re involved in everything at once— 
the bomb, space exploration, computers, pollution. Things happen every 
place and every place—through television—is theirs. We know this world 
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as a second language. They know it as a mother tongue... What’s needed 
is a lingua franca, a common language.” 

Another reason Mead delighted in the role of grandmother was that it 
afforded her a new social persona, a new role to play not only in her own 
family pageant, but vis-a-vis the American public. It was a role that fit 
well with her aging body and graying hair. As one journalist described 
Mead at seventy-one: “The looks are strictly American—what you might 
call granny-raffish or apple-pie bluestocking: gray bangs, rimless glasses, 
pug nose, soft pretty skin jauntily traced with smile lines.” When Mead 
died in 1978, many television broadcasts, newspaper headlines, and mag- 
azine obituaries used the phrase “Grandmother to the Nation” or 
“Grandmother to the World” to describe the elderly Mead and her special 
relationship to the public. 


The Older Mead as Prophet, Priestess, or Sage 


Dressed in a pantsuit, often wearing a flowing cape and carrying her signa- 
ture forked walking stick, in her later years the short, plump Mead had 
assumed an ageless, almost androgynous, appearance. A common image 
of this elderly Mead and description of her role in American society was 
that of a sage or prophet or, more humorously, a “Yoda-like” figure. An- 
other mischievous writer referred to her as a “Big Bo-Peep,” capturing 
the thumb stick’s similarity to a shepherd’s crook as well as Mead’s short 
stature and portly size. 

Mead acquired her walking stick in 1960 after breaking her ankle 
for a third time, necessitating the temporary aid of a cane. But at fifty- 
nine Mead was not ready to use something that symbolized old age and 
infirmity to her, so she chose a tall English cherrywood walking stick— 
called a “thumb stick” since a “Y” at the top of the stick provided a 
convenient place to rest the thumb—instead. She liked the thumbstick so 
well that even after her ankle healed she continued to use it, although she 
only needed it on rough ground and for stairs. It was, as biographer Jane 
Howard noted, “one of the most inspired decisions of her career as a 
public figure.” 

While the thumb stick had a practical function, it also acquired a 
symbolic role. As anthropologist Robin Fox wryly observed, “Mead was 
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left over from the time when to be an anthropologist was, by definition, 
eccentric, and to be a famous anthropologist demanded a striking public 
presence. She never let her public down. ”** Although Fox’s comment con- 
veys little respect for Mead—characterizing her as “left over” from an 
earlier time when the fledgling discipline still attracted marginal charac- 
ters—he is absolutely right to imply that Mead’s striking appearance was 
quite conscious. 

She was aware of the religious associations the thumb stick conjured; 
she referred to it as her “pastoral rod.” “Every society,” she said, “has 
some symbol that goes with a staff. In Israel I look like a prophet; in 
Greece, like Tiresias from Oedipus Rex. I can fit into their myths.”** And 
into our own as well, as the reference to Mead as Yoda-like reveals by 
putting a cleverly updated popular culture spin on the familiar image of 
the sage.°° Remember who Yoda is? None other than the wisest and most 
benevolent of the Jedi Masters, the old, wizened, gnomelike creature in 
George Lucas’s Star Wars movies, who, like Mead, is short in stature, 
wears a capelike garment and carries a long staff. 

The wisdom of a Jedi master and the image of a wise creature from 
another galaxy reverberates with anthropologist Roy Rappaport’s expla- 
nation of how Mead achieved the status of a prophet or seer in American 
society. Rappaport, an expert on the anthropology of religion, suggested 
that Mead had come to be regarded as a prophet by Americans because 
of her age, her appearance—complete with a staff of wisdom—and her 
pithy insights into American culture. Moreover, he said Americans viewed 
her as wise and prophetic because, like the ancient Greek heroes, she had 
acquired her knowledge by going on a voyage to a distant land and re- 
turning home to share her knowledge so that it might benefit others.” 

Phyllis Grosskurth described Mead as “the female counterpart of Nor- 
man Vincent Peale. . in her flowing cape and with the forked cherrywood 
stick that she now carried with her everywhere, she spoke and looked 
like a prophet, a role she found particularly satisfying.”** Grosskurth’s 
reference to Norman Vincent Peale, the popular twentieth-century Ameri- 
can minister who was also the author of the best-selling self-help book, 
The Power of Positive Thinking, not only links Mead with the religious 
imagery of a prophet but also with the quintessentially American “pull 
yourself up by your bootstraps” attitude typical of the secular self-help 
advice provided by various “experts.” 
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It is noteworthy that so many individuals have used terms that allude to 
the possession of divine or supernatural powers, or the mediation between 
human and divine power, to describe Mead. Although the initial impetus 
for the use of these terms may have come from her appearance, especially 
her tall crooklike thumb stick, all these terms are used metaphorically to 
convey the idea that Mead is different from ordinary people because of 
her acute powers of perception and intelligence. 

Although Allan Bloom—one of Mead’s most vocal critics—noted that 
“the social science intellectual in the German or French mold, looked 
upon as a kind of sage or wise man who could tell all about life, has 
all but disappeared,” it appears that Mead fulfilled that role for many 
Americans.’ Fundamentally, these images of Mead as seer seek to convey 
the role people felt Mead played in twentieth-century American society: 
that of a wise and perceptive social commentator or cultural critic. “To a 
society troubled by its own shifting folkways, and hungry for guidance in 
coping with them,” journalist David Dempsey wrote in the New York 
Times, Mead was “a global prophetess” helping Americans to maneuver 
the unfamiliar territory of shifting mores and relationships that were gen- 
erated by modernity and its heir, postmodernity.” 


The Posthumous Mead as the Bisexual Mead 


Images of Mead as prophet or sage lack any reference to her as a sexual 
being. They are gender neutral, or at least androgynous, as was Jane How- 
ard’s identification of the older Mead as “elder statescreature,” again em- 
phasizing the ambiguous gender identity that often characterized descrip- 
tions of Mead late in her life.*t The dual nature of Mead’s sexual identity, 
her androgyny, or more accurately, her ability to combine both female 
and male qualities—her quality, that is, of “gender blending”—was both 
a strength and a weakness, for it inspired admiration in some and fear 
and repulsion in others.” 

Although Mead had conformed to many American standards of femi- 
nine behavior in her clothing, manners, and body language, in more 
profound ways she had challenged traditional female behavior with 
her emphasis on her career, her bold, forthright manner of speaking, and 
her assertiveness. While more common today, this blending of gender 
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roles was one of Mead’s most important contributions as a woman; rather 
than accepting many of the limits that had traditionally been placed on 
what women could do or say, Mead often ignored the limits and trans- 
formed them. 

If in her old age the media saw Mead as either a benevolent grand- 
mother figure or an asexual Yoda-like guru, after her death she was resur- 
rected in the popular mind as a gendered, indeed sexualized, individual. 
This transformation began in 1983 when Australian anthropologist 
Derek Freeman’s attack on Mead’s Samoan research caused people to 
rethink Mead’s conclusions about Samoan attitudes toward adolescent 
sexuality and to wonder if she had imposed her own youthful ideas about 
sexuality onto her Samoan subjects. 

More recently, scholarly studies have focused on Mead’s early adult 
life—especially her sexual relationships with Ruth Benedict and other 
women—and the relationship between her personal life and her scholarly 
research.>Informed by queer theory and scholarship in the fields of gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender studies, these studies seek to place 
Mead and her quest to understand both her own sexuality and human sex 
roles in general in historical and intellectual context. They have inspired a 
new image of Mead as someone who was sexually radical in her belief in 
free love and her own bisexuality.™ 

Although the public did not know that Mead had been bisexual until 
her daughter disclosed the information in 1984, as early as 1953 the ho- 
mosexual community in the United States saw in Mead a comrade-in- 
arms, someone whose work on the variety of sexual behavior considered 
to be normal in other cultures could bolster their own critique of Ameri- 
can attitudes toward sexual difference. For example, ONE magazine, a 
publication established in the early 1950s “for the purposes of bringing 
about a better understanding of sexual deviation by both heterosexuals 
and homosexuals,” chose this quote from Coming of Age in Samoa for 
its epigraph: “Realizing that our own ways are not humanly inevitable 
nor God-ordained, but are the fruit of a long and turbulent history, we 
may well examine in turn all of our institutions, thrown into strong relief 
against the history of other civilizations and weighing them in the balance, 
be not afraid to find them wanting.”®© 

Similarly, in a recent collection of essays titled Margaret Mead Made 
Me Gay, lesbian anthropologist Esther Newton writes of the influence 
that reading Coming of Age in Samoa had on her personally and profes- 
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sionally. When she read Mead’s book in 1961 for an introductory an- 
thropology course, she had no idea that Mead was bisexual. Nor did she 
read the book as a defense of homosexuality. Instead, the book offered 
her the insight that “my adolescent torments over sex, gender, and the life 
of the mind could have been avoided by different social arrangements. ” 67 
Even before reading Mead’s book, Newton was aware that Mead had 
done a great deal to popularize the concept of cultural relativity: “Her 
voice had reached into my teen-age hell, to whisper my comforting first 
mantra: ‘Everything is relative; everything is relative,’ meaning “There are 
other worlds, possibilities than suburban California in the 1950s.’ ”® 
Like the editors of ONE, the value Newton found in Coming of Age in 
Samoa was its defense of cultural, sexual, and temperamental differences. 

In an article for Redbook magazine titled “Bisexuality: A New Aware- 
ness,” Mead suggested that an individual might experience a range of 
different types of love and sexual attraction over their lifetime, and that 
this trajectory might begin in adolescence by being in love with someone 
of the same sex, transform during one’s “reproductive years” into a pas- 
sion for someone of the opposite sex, and change in old age into love for 
someone of the same sex again. In hindsight, with the knowledge of 
Mead’s multivalent sexuality and variety of sexual partners, male and 
female, over the course of her lifetime, we can see that this article is auto- 
biographical with its description of Mead’s experience and feelings of 
sexual attraction and intimacy. Mead had strong feelings of love as well 
as other same-sex relationships with female students at Barnard and had 
an affair with an older man and became involved sexually with Ruth 
Benedict while married to Luther Cressman. She married three times 
while in her twenties and thirties and bore a child. Finally, in old age 
she shared a household and professional partnership with anthropologist 
Rhoda Metraux. Like Mead, Metraux had been married and had a child, 
but was widowed at an early age. Their status as mothers and ex-wives 
offered them a gentile facade behind which to conceal what may also have 
been a sexual relationship. 

Newton’s book and the new historical scholarship about Mead 
have contributed to the iconization of the bisexual or queer Mead—Mead 
the sexual iconoclast. While this work places Mead within the radical 
and bohemian traditions of sexual experimentation and free love that 
characterized the first few decades of twentieth-century America, as we 
have seen, there is another politically conservative perspective, symbol- 
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ized by scholar Allan Bloom, that denigrates Mead with the label of “sex- 
ual adventuress.” 

However, Bloom’s description of Mead actually has little to do with 
her sexual behavior. His sexist epithet of “sexual adventuress” hides what 
really bothers him about Mead—her promulgation of cultural relativism, 
or the idea that all cultures are equally “good,” rational, and to be re- 
spected. According to Bloom, cultural relativism has been the source of 
multicultural values within government and higher education and the de- 
cline in scholarly excellence and the pursuit of truth in American culture, 
all of which have led to “the closing of the American mind.”® It is quite 
telling however that Bloom has chosen a sexual metaphor to describe 
what he sees as intellectual miscegenation. 


The Iconic Mead as Modern Woman 


From another perspective, Allan Bloom was absolutely right. Mead was 
indeed a “sexual adventuress.” What we see in the correspondence, re- 
cords of dreams and dream analysis, notebooks, and memos that scholars 
have unearthed in their archival research is the “lived experience” that 
Mead and her circle of intellectuals, lovers, and friends enacted that 
led to the creation of our present-day understanding of sexuality as an 
individual attribute that is far more fluid and malleable than previous 
generations had understood or believed imaginable. In an early draft of 
Blackberry Winter, Mead wrote about her exploration of her own sex- 
ual identity and then thought better of it, excising those portions from 
the published version.” Today’s scholars can present such detailed 
material about Mead because of what some might call Mead’s hubris, but 
what I think more accurately reflects her is her self-conscious contribution 
to posterity. She wanted this material to be available to others. She be- 
lieved that letters, drafts of manuscripts, even scheduling folders and itin- 
eraries were historical and ethnographic data that could be of value to 
future scholars.”! 

Mead had the rare experience of continuing to be a role model for 
generations of American women well beyond her initial rise to fame in 
the 1920s as a young popular heroine. At the time of Mead’s death her 
former critic Betty Friedan said, “I felt that Mead, who was born twenty 
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years before me, had gone as far as she could with feminism and that I, 
in reacting to her, took it a step further and was in a way her heir.”” 

In addition to being a model of female autonomy, of women’s ability 
to have both a career and a family, and of women’s right to use both their 
minds and their bodies as they desire, Mead helped change twentieth- 
century America’s understanding of human sexuality. She played a major 
role in changing how twentieth-century women and men conceived of 
themselves as gendered and sexual beings and in the creation of a new 
discourse about sexuality, laying the groundwork for today’s concepts of 
gender and sexual identity.” She did this through her research and her 
observation of people in other cultures—topics we will look at in more 
detail in the next three chapters—but also through her reflection upon 
her own feelings and experiences and in her intimate relationships with 
others. In sum, Mead exemplified—and then became a symbol of—the 
modern American woman. 


CHAPTER 3 


—— Aaaa 


Mead as Anthropologist: 
“Sex in the South Seas” 


The Anthropologist 

Sing a song of mores! 

Tell us of taboo! 
Sort out sex stories! 

Watch how menfolk woo! 
Study twenty slatterns 

Clad in wool and weed 
Call them culture patterns 
(Words by Margaret Mead) 
—Howard Mumford Jones, 

Saturday Review 


A. this bit of doggerel—published in the Saturday Review some- 
time after 1935—reflects, Margaret Mead’s name had become irrevocably 
linked in the public’s imagination with anthropology—and with the study 
of sex. Although English professor Howard Mumford Jones was familiar 
enough with Mead’s work to have associated it with the idea of “culture 
patterns,” it appears that he did not think highly of her endeavors, nor, 
perhaps, of the discipline of anthropology. 

We move now from a focus on popular images of Mead as a woman 
to a focus on images of Mead as an anthropologist through consideration 
of the media’s response to her first book, Coming of Age in Samoa. In 
doing so we will see how in the late 1920s Mead and her publisher worked 
together to craft a particular image of her for public consumption, as well 
as the role various media played in shaping popular images of her as 
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anthropologist. The period between 1928, when Coming of Age in Samoa 
was first published, and 1935, when Mead published Sex and Tempera- 
ment, were crucial years in the shaping of Mead’s reputation as an anthro- 
pologist. The enthusiastic response of the media to her books, and in 
particular to Coming of Age in Samoa, launched her career as a popular- 
izer of anthropology and as an incipient media figure. 

Mead had not always intended to become an anthropologist. Having 
chosen not to pursue a literary career after graduating from Barnard with 
majors in English and psychology, Mead studied for a master’s degree in 
psychology.’ The work of Freud and his followers had spawned much 
interest in the science of the mind, and psychology was developing in 
many new directions.’ The social sciences, Mead had concluded, were 
easier disciplines in which to distinguish oneself than literature. More- 
over, since both her parents were social scientists, she felt that she was 
already familiar with this intellectual terrain.‘ 

In the spring of 1923, Ruth Benedict suggested to Mead that she switch 
fields from psychology to anthropology. Benedict told her that because of 
the rapid disappearance of primitive peoples, the need for anthropological 
research was urgent: “Professor Boas and I have nothing to offer but an 
opportunity to do work that matters.”* For Mead, that settled it. Anthro- 
pology had to be done now, she thought, before it was too late. At the 
time of her conversation with Benedict, Mead happened to be reading a 
book by Katherine Routledge titled The Mystery of Easter Island: The 
Story of an Expedition.’ Routledge, a wealthy Englishwoman trained in 
archaeology, had spent several years unearthing the huge enigmatic 
carved stone heads found on that remote Polynesian island. She had been 
fortunate to be able to talk with some of the last elderly Easter Islanders 
who had a distant memory of the ancient festivals held to celebrate 
the erection of the statues. Her written account of her adventures was a 
popular success both in England and the United States. Perhaps read- 
ing about Routledge’s adventures and her encounters with the few re- 
maining elderly Easter Islanders had underscored Benedict’s message 
about the urgency of anthropological research. It may also have fed 
Mead’s sense of drama with the realization that a scientific expedition 
could be an exciting adventure. 

In 1924, when she attended the meetings of the British Association for 
the Advancement of Science in Toronto, Mead wrote that she discovered 
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that each anthropologist had “a field of his own, each had a ‘people’ 
to whom he referred in his discussion.” She continued, “I had entered 
anthropology with the expectation of working with immigrant groups in 
the United States and perhaps of doing some research on American Indian 
groups. ... At Toronto, I learned the delights of intellectual arguments 
among peers. I, too, wanted to have a ‘people’ on whom I could base my 
own intellectual life,”’ a culture that she alone had studied and could 
discuss with authority. Mead set her mind to going to the South Pacific. 
She and Boas decided on American Samoa because there was regular com- 
munication between there and the United States.’ That decision proved 
to be of enduring consequence to her career as it led to her best-selling 
book, Coming of Age in Samoa. 


Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) 


Mead’s sojourn in Samoa—touted as “a study of the flapper in the South 
Seas”—had already received attention in the press. However, in August 
of 1928, when William Morrow, a relatively new publisher willing to 
take a chance on a young unknown author, published Mead’s first book, 
Coming of Age in Samoa, neither he nor Mead had anticipated its aston- 
ishing success. A second printing of the book occurred the next month, 
followed by a third in December, a fourth in February 1929, and subse- 
quent printings in 1930 and 1932. An Armed Services Edition of the book 
came out during World War II, and it has been translated into seven differ- 
ent languages. The most recent American reprint of Coming of Age in 
Samoa occurred in 2001, to mark the centennial of Mead’s birth. While 
not the most popular book by an anthropologist in America, it is certainly 
the most notorious.’ 

The book’s longevity is noteworthy. And it is no exaggeration to say 
that this book established Mead’s career as an anthropologist and 
brought her name to public attention. It was also this book that fifty-five 
years later again brought Mead’s name into the limelight when anthropol- 
ogist Derek Freeman challenged the book’s veracity. 

Looking back at 1928 and the years after Mead published Coming of 
Age in Samoa allows us to see what the public at the time found of interest 
in the book as well as how her fellow anthropologists received it. We will 
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also see that the disparity between the public’s enthusiastic embrace of 
Mead and her work and her academic peers’ ambivalent and often nega- 
tive response to her work can be traced back to their different reactions 
to her very first book. 


William Morrow suggested to Mead that she add the concluding chapters 
to Coming of Age in Samoa in which she discussed “what all this means 
to Americans.”!° As these chapters proved to be of much interest to the 
public, they provided a successful model of cultural commentary and 
comparative ethnography that Mead continued to use in her subsequent 
books and public speaking for the rest of her career. Indeed, such “edifi- 
catory ethnography” became a hallmark of Mead’s popular writing." 

Initially, however, Mead’s decision to follow Morrow’s suggestion en- 
tailed some deliberation on her part. Thus, on January 25, 1928, she 
wrote to Morrow: 


I have been thinking over the possibilities of the concluding chapters of my 
book very carefully. I finally decided that I would be willing to incorporate 
in my final discussion a discussion of education which I had been working 
on from a different angle. This is a speculation about the education of the 
future and can be tied up very definitely with the problem of the conflict of 
adolescence. It is definitely a speculation, but one in line with what seems to 
be our present development. I am enclosing an abstract of this chapter as I 
would write it. I am couching it in as simple terms as possible and using 
concrete illustrations. I believe it would save both your time and mine if 
you were able to tell from this abstract whether such a chapter would satisfy 
you. In all events, I am most grateful to you for your criticism and encourage- 
ment for this conclusion now seems to me to be a great improvement upon 
my former short summary, and the instigation to make the improvement I 
owe to you.” 


In her new conclusion Mead first delineated various differences between 
Samoan and American culture and then restated her point that there is 
nothing biologically inherent in the period of adolescence that produces 
the difficulties American children have. Rather, Americans should look at 
adolescent conflicts as something for which society is responsible and ask 
the question, “What can we do about them, as parents, legislators, and 
educators?” Her answer lay in training adolescents to meet the difficult 
choices that are thrust upon them.¥ 
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While complying with Morrow’s initial request, the youthful Mead ex- 
pressed a trace of discomfort in saying that “any improvement which I 
would be able to make in these last chapters could not lie along the lines 
of further speculation, which I have pushed to what seems to me to be 
the limit of permissibility.”'* Her discomfort at further speculation was 
well founded; it was exactly these new chapters that anthropologists such 
as fellow Boasian Robert Lowie objected to as “pedagogical sermonizing” 
and therefore inappropriate to an anthropological text.!* While the gen- 
eral public found these chapters of much interest, many anthropologists 
were critical of them. 

William Morrow advertised Coming of Age in Samoa in magazines 
such as The Nation, whose educated and socially progressive readership 
they felt would be interested in the book. The ad in The Nation carried 
endorsements by the pioneering British sexologist Havelock Ellis, author 
of a much-discussed recent series of books, Studies in the Psychology of 
Sex, and anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, whose recently published 
ethnography Argonauts of the Western Pacific had already introduced an 
interested readership to the Trobriand Islanders, another South Seas peo- 
ple with liberal attitudes toward sexuality. Clearly with this ad Morrow 
was targeting a specific audience, one that he thought would be intrigued 
by the book’s combination of the scientific study of sexuality, adolescence, 
and the exotic. The ad in The Nation read: “Havelock Ellis says of this 
provocative comparison of adolescent folkways in Samoa and the United 
States: ‘It is not only a fascinating book to read, but most instructive and 
valuable. The great master in these fields is Professor Malinowski, and I 
could not pay higher tribute to Miss Mead than to mention her name in 
connection with his.’ ” It continued with a statement from Malinowski: 
“ ‘An absolutely first-rate piece of descriptive anthropology, an excellent 
sociological comparison of primitive and modern conditions in some of 
the most problematic phases of human culture. Miss Mead’s style is fasci- 
nating as well as exact .. . an outstanding achievement.’ ”!° 

Mead had not yet met Malinowski when she requested his endorsement 
for her book. She wrote to him in flattering, slightly unctuous terms, say- 
ing that “no student who attempts to do psychological field work should 
fail to acknowledge the debt that is owing you in the field which you 
originated, ploghed [sic], sowed and made fruitful for those who should 
try to do the same kind of work, however indifferently they may succeed.” 
She continued self-deprecatingly, saying that, “This work is a work of 
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THE NEW YORK TIMES, SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 30, 1928. 
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Figure 3.1 Ad for Coming of Age in Samoa, New York Times, September 30, 
1928. (Mead Archives, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress) 


apprenticeship, my first field work, undertaken before much of my defini- 
tion of the problem was published. I hope very much that I may have the 
benefit of your criticism.” 1 

For the young Mead to have gained endorsements from these two re- 
nowned men, both highly regarded in the United States and the United 
Kingdom for their intellectual achievements, added credibility as well as 
luster to the reputation of her book among nonanthropologists and must 
have caught the attention of anthropologists as well. If the endorsements 
did not solidify the association of the book with the currently hot topic 
of sexuality, the cover design for the book certainly did.'® With its evoca- 
tive image of a couple silhouetted against the moonlight holding hands 
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Figure 3.2 Dust jacket for the first edition of Coming of Age in Samoa, 1928. 
(Mead Archives, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress) 


underneath a swaying palm tree, the cover sought to resonate with read- 
ers’ romantic notions of free love in the South Seas. Mead’s vivid prose, 
such as this paragraph that begins a description of a typical day in a Sa- 
moan village, undoubtedly added to it: 


The life of the day begins at dawn, or if the moon has shown until day-light, 
the shouts of the young men may be heard before dawn from the hillside. 
Uneasy in the night, populous with ghosts, they shout lustily to one another 
as they hasten with their work. As the dawn begins to fall among the soft 
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brown roofs and the slender palm trees standing out against a colourless, 
gleaming sea, lovers slip home from trysts beneath the palm trees or in the 
shadow of beaching canoes, that the light may find each sleeper in his 
appointed place.” 


It is a passage such as this that British anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritch- 
ard had in mind when he sardonically described Mead’s prose as exem- 
plary of “the-wind-rustling-in-the-palm-trees” school of ethnographic 
writing.” However, in 1928 many Americans would have read this pas- 
sage within the context of popular imagery of the South Seas that had 
been shaped by such influences as Herman Melville’s nineteenth-century 
novels Omoo and Typee, set in the Marquesas and Tahiti; Robert Louis 
Stevenson’s accounts of his life in Samoa; and Jack London’s Voyage of 
the Snark; as well as photographs tourists brought back from Samoa.” 
Recently, W. Somerset Maugham’s 1921 short story of the downfall of a 
self-righteous missionary stationed in Samoa had been turned into the 
Broadway stage production Rain, and two movies, White Shadows in 
the South Seas, a dramatic film based on Frederick O’Brien’s romantic 
travelogue, and Robert Flaherty’s dramatic romance Moana—hyped as 
“The Love Life of a South Sea Siren”—had appeared.” Both movies 
abounded in stereotypical images of scantily dressed Polynesian maidens 
living in a South Seas Eden. Not surprisingly, reviewers of Coming of Age 
in Samoa sometimes referred to these stereotypical images of life in the 
South Seas that were then prevalent in the popular imagination. Nor is it 
surprising that William Morrow would have picked up on the same motif 
of clandestine lovers for the cover of Coming of Age in Samoa. 

Mead had already left New York and was headed to New Guinea to 
embark on fieldwork with her second husband, Reo Fortune, when Com- 
ing of Age in Samoa reached the public, so she had no immediate knowl- 
edge of the book’s initial success. A letter from her publisher dated Janu- 
ary 11, 1929, filled her in on the details: 


You know from Miss Phillips’ [Morrow’s assistant] letters what splendid 
comments and reviews the work has received. It was great good luck to re- 
ceive, on the same day, the wonderful letters from Havelock Ellis and Dr. 
Malinowski. We almost staged a celebration when we read them. We got out 
a bright red band to put around the book with part of Havelock Ellis’s com- 
ment on the front. That stunt helped the sales materially. 

You will, I am sure, be specially interest in the results. Up to December 
31st, we sold in the United States, 3,144 copies, and in Canada, about 80 
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copies. This is better than I expected in view of the small advance sales. The 
encouraging fact is that sales have been maintained at a good rate from the 
start. So far, there has been no let-down. 

I spent an evening with George Dorsey about the middle of December, and 
found him greatly delighted over the way we handled the book. We spent 
nearly $1,500.00 in various forms of advertising and promotion, and I am 
very glad we did because although this is a substantial sum for a book of its 
kind, I am confident the expenditure of that sum and further expenditures 
we are now planning will be justified by the continued sales. Let us hope we 
are both right... 

If there is any chance to get a line through to us, I hope you will take 
advantage of it. We want to hear from you personally ... and then, if you 
can add some news that we can make use of to help COMING OF AGE IN 
SAMOA, we shall, of course, be very glad. 

Faithfully yours, 

William Morrow” 


George Dorsey, the Jared Diamond of his day whom Morrow refers to 
in his letter, was a former curator of anthropology at the Field Museum 
of Natural History who taught at the University of Chicago. His book, 
Why We Behave Like Humans (1925), was an account of how and why 
various aspects of human behavior developed; it aimed at a general audi- 
ence that was a popular success.” Dorsey shared a similar theoretical out- 
look as Mead, one that emphasized the role of human creativity and intel- 
ligence in shaping human behavior, in contrast to the innate behavior of 
other animals. 

Dorsey’s endorsement of Mead’s book said, “I wonder if we shall ever 
be as sensible about sex as the Samoans are?” Along with the endorse- 
ments of Ellis and Malinowski, Dorsey’s comment would have helped to 
solidify the association between Coming of Age in Samoa and the topic 
of sex in the public’s mind. 


“Sex in the South Seas”: 
The Beginning of the Iconization of Margaret Mead 


Given that the 1920s in America was a time when sexual mores were in 
transition, driven in large part by changes in the sexual conduct of young 
women, Mead’s observations about sexuality in Samoan society hit a re- 
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sponsive chord. If the groundwork for an association between Mead, free 
love, and the study of the sex lives of South Seas islanders had been laid 
by her publisher, it was more firmly established by reviewers such as Freda 
Kirchwey. Her review of Coming of Age for The Nation led with the eye- 
catching phrase, “This Week: Sex in the South Seas.” Kirchwey, a feminist 
as well as a left-leaning journalist and former editor of The Nation, ap- 
pealed to readers’ stereotypical image of a South Seas island as an alterna- 
tive to the complex reality of life in the modern American city by reporting 
that “when you read Coming of Age in Samoa—which you should do— 
you will probably be astonished to discover how like a South Sea island 
that South Sea island can be.” Linking the South Seas with sexual free- 
dom, she goes on to note in almost clinical terms that “sex experience is 
frequent before marriage, almost to the point of promiscuity. Jealousy is 
rare. Violent and possessive emotion is held to be in poor taste, but frigid- 
ity does not exist.”*> However, Kirchwey realized that there are societal 
and personal costs that Americans might not be willing or able to make 
in order to “be as sensible about sex as the Samoans are.” 

A review in the Times Literary Supplement also focused on the topic 
of sexuality in the book with the opening comment: “Anthropologists are 
at last waking to the realization that in order to study the family systems 
of primitive peoples a scientific investigation into their sexual tabus and 
puberty rites is a first essential.” The reviewer then mentions two other 
works by anthropologists that also focus on sexuality: Malinowski’s re- 
cently published Sexual Lives of Savages (1929) and Ling Roth’s “unfor- 
tunately named work on the aborigines of Australia” (Roth’s book was 
titled Ethnopornography).”’ 

Reviews such as these led enthusiastic readers to send Mead fan letters, 
including the following from Henry Neil of Battle Creek, Michigan: 


“My dear Miss. Mead, 
Your book, “Coming of Age in Samoe” [sic] next to the Bible is the most 
interesting book that I have ever read. 

I am going to one of the South Sea Islands to get local color for my new 
novel, “Go Into All the World.” 

Yours truly, 

Henry Neil 


Neil already had written several nonfiction books under the pseudonym 
Marshall Everett, including one about the St. Louis Exposition with its 
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living dioramas of Bontocs from the Philippines and other exotic non- 
Western peoples.” Although he apparently never wrote a novel set in the 
South Seas, many years later popular fiction writers Irving Wallace and 
James Michener did. In his novel The Three Sirens, Wallace includes a 
thinly disguised Margaret Mead-like character, as does Michener in Re- 
turn to Paradise, his sequel to Tales of the South Pacific.” 

There were also letters such as one from Professor W. A. Brownell, 
a psychologist of education at George Peabody College for Teachers in 
Nashville, Tennessee. Peabody wrote Mead about the difficulty he faced 
in using her book in a classroom in the South because of the frank nature 
of the material on sex. “I do not dare to do so,” he wrote, “for fear of 
being charged by certain individuals whom you can imagine as being 
guilty of disseminating salacious material.”*° His solution was to present 
students with the last two chapters of the book, those in which Mead 
wrote about the implications of the Samoan material for the education of 
adolescents in America. 

In these two quite different letters we see the range of responses readers 
had to Coming of Age in Samoa, from the enthusiastic embrace of the book 
specifically because of its graphic nature to a fear that the presentation of 
such material to college students in the conservative South would lead to 
an accusation of the promulgation of prurient material. Reflected in these 
two extremes is the profundity of the social change that was in the process 
of revolutionizing American attitudes and practices regarding sex. Coming 
of Age in Samoa was considered to exhibit the new attitude of openness 
toward the topic of sexuality as well as to promote the practice of it. 

However, we gain a slightly different perspective on the topic of sex 
from a review by the feminist writer Mary Austin. Her piece appeared in 
the Birth Control Review, a journal published by Margaret Sanger that 
publicized birth control activities and also served as a forum for the dis- 
cussion of scientific and social policy related to birth control.” As a writer, 
feminist, and student of Native American folklore, Mary Austin’s reputa- 
tion as a regional writer of the American West and Southwest was estab- 
lished in 1903 when she published a collection of sketches about Califor- 
nia titled The Land of Little Rain.” 

Austin made the telling observation that “what interests me is not so 
much Miss Mead’s lively picture of Samoan society, as the unanimity with 
which American reviewers have accepted the conclusion that a total ab- 
sence of sex inhibitions can be held responsible for the want of adolescent 
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stress, even though Miss Mead is far from being as convinced as her read- 
ers.”*> According to Austin, reviewers were reading what they wanted 
into Mead’s book. 

She was the first person to acknowledge that the media’s interest in 
Mead’s description of the permissiveness regarding Samoan adolescent 
sexuality played an important role in determining—and shaping the nature 
of—the popular success of Coming of Age in Samoa. Many reviews of the 
book by the popular press demonstrate the Western fascination with the 
primitive—especially with primitive sexuality, a fascination that erases the 
actual complexity of primitive societies and extracts from them idealized 
versions of what we want them to be. Moreover, in these reviews we see 
the beginning of the iconization of Mead, a process whereby she is made 
to represent something more than simply herself or what she has said. 


“The Problem with Adolescents” 


In addition to the topic of sexuality, other reviewers highlighted another 
subject that was of major interest to them in the book—adolescence. 
“Youth in Samoa: A Land with No Neuroses” read a review in the Hono- 
lulu Star-Bulletin. “The Younger Generation with a Difference” read an- 
other.” Many of the reviews of Coming of Age in Samoa noted the contri- 
bution the book made to broadening readers’ understanding of 
adolescence in general, a problem of current concern in the United States, 
through a comparative study of adolescence in Samoa. As the reference 
to neuroses in the Honolulu Star-Bulletin review reminds us, Mead’s inter- 
est in, and familiarity with, Freudian theories of adolescence and sexuality 
made the book of current interest to scholars and also to the educated 
layman who wanted to keep up with the latest scientific and social ideas. 


“Richly Readable in Its Style” 


From the beginning of her publishing career, reviewers praised Mead for 
her writing style. The New York Times’s review of Coming of Age in 
Samoa stated that just “as Miss Mead’s careful scientific work deserves 
the most earnest tribute, so her method of presenting its results calls for 
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the highest praise. Her book, broad in its canvas and keen in its detail, is 
sympathetic throughout, warmly human yet never sentimental, frank 
with the clean, clear frankness of the scientist, unbiased, richly readable in 
its style. It is a remarkable contribution to our knowledge of humanity.”* 

Mary Austin also praised Mead’s lucid writing style, saying that “as a 
folk study, Miss Mead’s work is cool, competent, and commendably free 
from the shibboleths of formal science, so often a stumbling block to the 
layman.”* Such praise of Mead’s writing and the accessibility of her 
prose highlight a key factor in the public success of her books: people 
enjoyed reading them. Beginning with Coming of Age in Samoa Mead 
distinguished herself from her academic colleagues by her clear, engaging 
writing style. 

Mead consciously wrote Coming of Age in Samoa using jargon-free 
prose with a general readership in mind. But she also published a more 
technical description of Samoan society. This second volume, Social Orga- 
nization in Manua, published by the Bernice P. Bishop Museum, describes 
the social structure of the societies in the Samoan archipelago of Manua, 
where Mead conducted her research, and uses the technical kinship termi- 
nology and social categories that anthropologists employ in order to make 
comparative analyses of different forms of social organization.” Mead 
followed this pattern of writing a popular book as well as specialized 
volumes and articles for a scholarly audience with most of her subsequent 
research.*® Beginning with her Samoan research, she also wrote short 
pieces for popular magazines and cultivated a following among editors 
and readers who welcomed these short, accessible articles. 


“South Seas Hints on Bringing Up Children” 


The articles she wrote about Samoa for popular magazines were of two 
types: those about politics and current events and those of general inter- 
est. The former pieces she wrote for magazines such The Nation (“Civil 
Government for Samoa”) and the American Mercury (“Americanization 
in Samoa”) in which she argued that the American Navy’s governance of 
American Samoa had been beneficial to the Samoans.” The general inter- 
est articles included “South Seas Hints on Bringing Up Children,” written 
for Parents (a relatively new magazine aimed at giving American parents 
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advice about raising their children), and “Standardized American vs. Ro- 
mantic South Seas,” in Scribner’s Magazine that built upon the popular 
stereotypes and literary associations American readers had with Samoa.” 

In these two sets of articles we see Mead writing for two different audi- 
ences, one a more highly educated, intellectual audience interested in is- 
sues of current political and social concern such as America’s presence in 
Samoa, the other, such as the readers of Parents Magazine, more broadly 
middle class. Throughout her career Mead sought to address both of these 
audiences in her books, editorials, and public lectures. These early articles 
represent the genesis of a pattern of “popularization” of her anthropolog- 
ical findings that Mead engaged in from the beginning of her career. Re- 
porters, editors, and publishers found that Mead was a willing subject and 
was very able at providing them with the type of material they wanted.*! 


Anthropologists’ Reviews of 
Coming of Age in Samoa 


Given that we now know about the intimate personal relationship be- 
tween Mead and Ruth Benedict, we read Benedict’s review of Coming of 
Age in Samoa in the New Republic with knowledge of the complex ways 
in which she was not an unbiased reviewer. Yet it is still interesting to see 
what she chose to highlight and what she wanted the well-educated gen- 
eral reader of the New Republic to gain from the book. For Benedict the 
book was important because its findings “turn our attention from the 
theory of the inevitable and biologically fixed causes of adolescent up- 
heaval” and allow us to “take note of the enormously variable social 
determinants that fashion our flexible human nature.”” She stressed the 
most general and, at the time, most provocative and important finding of 
Mead’s study that underscored Boas’s broader research agenda to refute 
the theory of biological determinism as the overriding mechanism that 
shaped human behavior. Benedict sought to convey the importance of the 
fact—without identifying it in these terms—that in discovering a society 
in which adolescence for the Samoan girl is not a time of conflict and 
emotional stress, Mead had added to the scientific arsenal Boas was accu- 
mulating to deflect the then reigning theory of biological determinism.*? 
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Although Alfred Kroeber, one of Boas’s first students, did not write a 
published review of Coming of Age in Samoa, he sent Mead a personal 
letter in which he commended her on the book, while at the same time 
pointing out possible shortcomings: “I think you have been able more suc- 
cessfully than anyone else to sketch the place of the individual in his partic- 
ular culture. While some people complain that you do not give enough 
data to allow them to check up, this leaves me cold. Somehow I have con- 
fidence that your diagnoses are right even when your facts are few or not 
printed in full. I think you have given us all a mark to shoot at.” 

However, Robert Lowie, another of Boas’s students and a colleague of 
Kroeber’s at Berkeley, was more critical of Mead in his review of Coming 
of Age in Samoa in the American Anthropologist, the premier journal of 
the profession in the United States. He begins by acknowledging that 
Mead “deliberately set herself a task distinct from the traditional ethnog- 
rapher’s. Ignoring the conventional descriptive pattern, she concentrated 
on the individual’s reaction to his social setting—specifically, the adoles- 
cent girl’s adjustment.” He goes on to say that “the author further departs 
from ordinary practice in pointing a moral.” Of this practice, which he 
labels “applied anthropology,” he scathingly retorts, “fortunately readers 
of this journal are not concerned with pedagogical sermonizing.”* 

Furthermore, he chastises Mead for burying her knowledge of the dif- 
ferences between Samoan attitudes toward adolescent sexuality in the 
past and the 1920s in the book’s appendix, where she acknowledges that 
in the past adolescent girls would have been severely punished if discov- 
ered having premarital sex. And finally, he is skeptical of statements such 
as “the Samoan girl never tastes the rewards of romantic love as we know 
it.” Clearly thinking that Mead has overstepped the boundaries of credu- 
lity here, he writes: “Query: What, never? And: Who are ‘we’?”*” None- 
theless, he ends his review by saying, “These reservations should not be 
taken to obscure the value of Dr. Mead’s achievement. Dealing with prob- 
lems incomparably subtler than those which usually engage the ethnogra- 
pher’s attention, she has not merely added much in the way of illuminat- 
ing information but also illustrated a new method of study that is bound 
to find followers and to yield an even richer harvest.”** 

Thus, in contrast to the popular press’s enthusiasm for Coming of Age 
in Samoa, Lowie’s review encapsulates all of the complex and contradic- 
tory reactions anthropologists (and other scholars) were to have to 
Mead’s work over the course of her career. On the one hand, she broke 
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new ground in the research she undertook and the type of ethnography 
she wrote, for which she was both praised and condemned by her peers. 
On the other hand, while the public liked Mead’s “pedagogical sermoniz- 
ing,” most anthropologists dismissed it for what it was—Mead’s own 
ideas and opinions. From Lowie’s review we get the image of Mead as an 
iconoclast, someone who was part of the profession but also was set apart 
from the mainstream—a relationship she would have with her profession 
throughout her career. 


Mead and the Concept of “the Primitive” 


Mead set off on her Samoan fieldwork at a time when westerners’ fascina- 
tion with the Primitive Other was at a peak. As industrialization and ur- 
banization became rampant in the West, the desire for the simpler, more 
natural world that so-called primitive peoples represented to westerners 
became even stronger: “primitivism” as a concept, a mode of thought, 
and an aesthetic came into being. Coming of Age in Samoa and Mead’s 
subsequent books about New Guinea cultures were published at a time 
when Western society was nostalgic for a simpler way of life that was 
rapidly disappearing in the west, but was also highly ambivalent about the 
ways of life of those technologically simpler peoples who yet remained in 
remote parts of the world. There were those individuals—missionaries, 
imperial officers, and other representatives of empire—who saw their role 
as westerners to civilize the remaining non-Western populations that were 
under their authority. And in contrast, there were individuals who were 
critical of Western industrial society and its antihuman, destructive 
forces—including pacifists, artists, writers, and intellectuals who were 
alienated from modern society and who saw in indigenous cultures alterna- 
tive ways of life to that being created by modernity.*? Among these latter 
individuals was an avid interest in the art, rituals, and beliefs of non-West- 
ern peoples and thus in the books that anthropologists published about 
these cultures, as well as interest in anthropologists themselves.°° 

There was a “rage for the dark” that went beyond merely enthusiasm 
for jazz and “slumming it” in Harlem. As journalist Peter Jennings later 
noted: “In the 1920s, the tanned body became suddenly stylish (Vogue 
carried its first advertisements for sunlamps in 1923), and America’s fasci- 
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nation with ‘primitive’ cultures continued. American anthropologist Mar- 
garet Mead made the Pacific Island of Samoa the subject of a best-selling 
book when she reported in 1928 that the people there practiced recre- 
ational sex without guilt. For a decade wild with curiosity for anything 
in the realm of the erotic, the news was positively riveting.” > 

In part, individuals such as members of the Surrealist movement in Paris 
were interested in Primitivism as a reaction against those elements of mo- 
dernity that were creating a new culture of desire based upon the idea that 
happiness could be achieved through purchasing things.” Simultaneously, 
museums and expositions such as the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposi- 
tion in Chicago and the Saint Louis World’s Fair of 1904 were introducing 
large numbers of Americans to the indigenous cultures of the Pacific 
Northwest and the Philippines, as well as to the discipline of anthropol- 
ogy.” And anthropologists such as Boas, Benedict, and Mead, as well as 
Robert Lowie, Edward Sapir, Alfred Kroeber, and Elsie Clews Parsons 
were writing about the anthropological concept of culture. They intro- 
duced American intellectuals to a new, more inclusive concept of culture 
than had hitherto been associated with the term through their books and 
the essays they published in influential literary magazines such as the New 
Republic, Harper’s Monthly, Century, and the Atlantic Monthly. 

The discipline of anthropology, and in particular the aforementioned 
anthropologists, were thus active participants in a discourse that took 
place in the United States during the first half of the twentieth century in 
which intellectuals in general and scholars in the social sciences in particu- 
lar were debating the meaning, content, and social implications of con- 
cepts such as culture, race, mind, sexuality, personality, psychology, and 
psychoanalysis. The important feature that anthropologists such as Mead 
brought to these discussions was a cross-cultural perspective that aimed 
at dissolving the boundaries of difference between “civilized” and “primi- 
tive” people that most westerners assumed existed. 


The Legacy of Coming of Age in Samoa 


From Henry Neil’s gushing fan letter to Irving Wallace’s creation of a 
Mead-like character in The Three Sirens, from psychology professor 
Brownell’s quandary to Howard Mumford Jones’s ditty and an Esquire 
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cartoon, Coming of Age in Samoa has reverberated throughout American 
culture from its publication in the heyday of the Roaring Twenties on- 
ward, becoming a symbol of changing American mores with regard to 
sex, and thus a book that was either celebrated or excoriated, depending 
upon one’s morals and politics. The Timetables of American History lists 
it as a notable event in American science for the year 1928 and the U.S. 
commemorative stamp honoring Mead alludes to it through the symbol- 
ism of Samoan bark cloth behind her portrait.” After her death it be- 
came the focus of the media once again when Derek Freeman published 
his critique of Mead’s Samoan research. Even today, Coming of Age in 
Samoa raises the hackles of conservatives, some of whom still regard it 
as among the twenty or so most harmful books of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries.” 

The media’s response to the publication of Coming of Age in Samoa 
created several enduring images of Mead. The positive reviews the book 
received from the popular press established her reputation as an engaging 
writer and provocative mind, as someone who had insightful things to 
say about her own culture as well as about primitive cultures. With the 
addition of the book’s two final chapters that discuss the implications of 
her Samoan research for American society, Mead established what was 
to become her signature modus operandi, her practice of cultural critique 
based on the cross-cultural comparison between less complicated non- 
Western cultures and our own. 

In recent years anthropologists have been divided in their evaluations 
of the merits of this type of “edificatory ethnography.” Some anthropolo- 
gists consider Mead’s development of the genre as a laudatory practice, 
one they label “cultural critique,” or an “engaged anthropology” that can 
use insights gained from other cultures to criticize aspects of one’s own 
culture, thus helping people to think about ways in which their own cul- 
tural practices might be amended or transformed.” Others such as Mi- 
caela di Leonardo have labeled Mead a “social engineer,” someone who 
used her social science expertise to dictate how to reform societies.°* While 
Lowie and others objected to the “sermonizing” aspects of Mead’s eth- 
nography on scientific grounds, contemporary critics see it in political 
and moral terms. 

The practice, coupled with her decision to write a jargon-free book that 
would appeal to a broad audience, opened Mead to professional criticism. 
Despite publishing a popular book and also a scholarly study of Samoan 





“But I came of age in Samoa!” 


Figure 3.4 Cartoon by Jan Langan, Esquire magazine. (Mead Archives, 
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress) 
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kinship and social organization, most anthropologists focused their criti- 
cal attention on her popular work, often neglecting to mention or being 
unaware of the academic monograph she had also written. Thus, one 
result of the popular success of Coming of Age in Samoa was that the 
distinction between Mead as a popularizer and Mead as a serious scholar 
was set in motion. It is a distinction that hounded her throughout her 
entire career.’ 

The discussion of adolescent sexuality in Coming of Age in Samoa also 
reinforced an association already established in the public’s imagination 
between the practice of free love or sexual promiscuity (depending upon 
one’s perspective) and South Seas islanders.® Thus, according to writer 
and filmmaker Roger Sandall, Coming of Age in Samoa is one of the 
prime texts that has contributed to “the culture cult,” a term he uses to 
refer to the type of “romantic primitivism” that many twentieth-century 
westerners developed as a reaction to the ills of bourgeois consumer soci- 
ety. It is a false philosophy that he feels much anthropological literature— 
especially Mead’s—has fed through its lush language and cultural relativ- 
ist stance. According to Sandall, Coming of Age in Samoa was important 
in fostering Mead’s role as “guru” of the countercultural revolution of the 
1960s, enticing gullible young minds with idyllic visions of non-Western 
cultures as utopian alternatives to the ills of Western capitalist society.*! 

With its discussion of the sexual practices of the Samoans, Coming of 
Age in Samoa also reaffirmed an image in people’s minds of anthropolo- 
gists as individuals fixated on the study of the sex lives of primitive people. 
And it served to sexualize the image of Mead herself (something that did 
not happen to male anthropologists).* Even an elderly Mead was sexual- 
ized—unflatteringly, and thus ironically—in David Levine’s caricature of 
her, bare-breasted, in the New York Review of Books. 


Mead in Samoa with Fa’amotu 


Levine’s caricature is based on several iconic images of a younger Mead in 
Samoa. Although she published no photographs of herself in the original 
edition of Coming of Age in Samoa, Mead included one of herself in 
Samoan garb in her autobiography. She appears there in a full-page photo 
wearing a bark cloth (tapa) skirt and top standing next to a Samoan girl 
named Fa’amotu, holding hands with her. 
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Margaret Mead 


Figure 3.5 This iconic David Levine caricature appeared in the December 
6, 1984 issue of the New York Review of Books to illustrate a review of 
Jane Howard’s biography, Margaret Mead: A Life, and Mary Catherine 
Bateson’s memoir of her parents, With a Daughter’s Eye. (Caricature 
courtesy of David Levine) 


This photograph of Mead the anthropologist and Fa’amotu, a Samoan 
taupou, or ceremonial princess—an honorary position available only to 
girls of high status—has subsequently become one of the most frequently 
reproduced images of Mead.® A Xerox reproduction of the picture was 
even used by feminist graduate students at the University of Michigan on 
a postcard that ironically juxtaposes the image of Mead and Fa’amotu 
with Allan Bloom’s derogatory quote about Mead as a “sexual adventur- 
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Figure 3.6 Mead in Samoan dress with her friend Fa’amotu, 1925. 
of the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 





(Courtesy 
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ess” from The Closing of the American Mind. Although the image has 
taken on iconic status, it has a range of contradictory meanings. 

To anthropologist Micaela di Leonardo, who has written a scathing 
critique of Mead as emblematic of the worst kind of anthropologist— 
racist, imperialist, and sexist—one assumes that her use of the photo of 
the two women is meant to signify the false consciousness, or more pre- 
cisely, the hypocritical nature, of Mead’s relationship to Fa’amotu and 
therefore, in di Leonardo’s words, of Mead’s “trafficking in the skin 
trade.” That is, while superficially the two women appear to be friends 
and equals, in reality, according to di Leonardo, Mead only sought to 
further her career through writing about Fa’amotu and her Samoan 
friends as “dusky maidens” whose sex lives allowed Mead to present a 
tantalizing portrait of sensuality and lasciviousness to Western readers. 
Perhaps to illustrate her point, di Leonardo includes the photo of Mead 
and Fa’amotu, but chooses not to identify Fa’amotu by name, hence eras- 
ing her identity and individuality. The caption simply reads: “Margaret 
Mead with Samoan Informant.”® 

Literary critic Marianna Torgovnick uses a similar photograph of Mead 
with another Samoan woman—whose identity actually is unknown—to 
contrast Mead’s and Bronislaw Malinowski’s relationships to the brown- 
skinned “natives” among whom they worked. She suggests that both an- 
thropologists were very aware of the physical bodies of their informants. 
But, according to Torgovnick, while Malinowski was afraid of that corpo- 
reality and commended himself on his ability to resist any desire to experi- 
ence it firsthand, in contrast, Mead wrote of the importance of under- 
standing how the body was treated in other cultures and how cultures 
experienced, controlled, and regarded bodily functions. Aiming to be 
witty, Torgovnick captions the picture “A toga party, Samoan Style, 
1928,” and uses the photograph of Mead with her arm around the 
Samoan woman as evidence that Mead did not shy away from the 
dark-skinned bodies of her informants. Instead, she tried to learn what it 
might feel like to a Samoan to dance in a tapa cloth skirt or sleep on 
fine mats on a floor of crushed coral. To Torgovnick, Mead was less 
hypocritical and less fearful of intimate contact with the Other than 
Malinowski. However, like di Leonardo, Torgovnick is ultimately critical 
of Mead for having “used” the Samoan adolescents self-servingly to fur- 
ther her career.*” 





Sexual adventurers like Margaret Mead and others who found 
America too narrow told us that not only must we know other 
cultures and learn to respect them, but we could also profit from 
them. ... All such teachers of openness had either no interest in or 
were actively hostile to the Declaration of Independence and the 
Constitution. 


Allan Bloom, The Closing of the Amerian Mind 


Figure 3.7 This ironic postcard designed by graduate students in the Depart- 
ment of Anthropology, University of Michigan, juxtaposes the image of Mead 
and her Samoan friend Fa’amotu with Allan Bloom’s disparaging quote about 
Mead as a “sexual adventuress,” from The Closing of the American Mind 
(1983). Postcard circa 1992. 
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Figure 3.8 Mead in Samoan garb posing with another (unidentified) Samoan 
friend, 1928. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the Institute for Intercul- 
tural Studies) 
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Historian Susan Ware uses the photograph of Mead and Fa’amotu to 
emphasize her point about Mead’s small stature and her youthful appear- 
ance. Her caption for the photograph reads: “Margaret Mead never told 
her Samoan hosts that she was married, and the 24-year-old anthropolo- 
gist could easily have passed for an adolescent. Here she is in Samoan 
dress with Fa’amotu, the daughter of a local chief with whom she stayed 
at the beginning of her research trip.”* Ware’s use of the photograph also 
underscores the point she wants to make about Mead as a popular heroine 
who as a single woman went off to distant Samoa to do fieldwork and 
live among the natives. Her caption for the photo underscores the fact 
that Mead was playing a role, not simply the role in the picture of being 
dressed up as a Samoan, but also the role of being a young, unmarried 
girl like the subjects she was studying. 

The appearance of a new edition of Coming of Age in Samoa in 2001, 
Mead’s centenary year, with the photograph of Mead in Samoan garb 
along with two Samoan girls on the cover, completes the iconization of 
images of Mead in Samoa.” The book has gone from its original edition, 
which was devoid of any photographs of Mead but featured an image of 
clandestine Samoan lovers, to a cover that foregrounds Mead as much as 
the Samoan girls who were the subject of the book. The inclusion of a 
photograph of Mead on the cover of the 2001 edition could be seen as 
signifying the fact that the public’s interest in the book, now, is as much, 
or more, because of its interest in the controversy Derek Freeman stirred 
up about Mead and the book in 1983 than because of its interest in Sa- 
moan adolescent sexuality. 

From yet another perspective the photograph represents a now-van- 
ished moment in the history of anthropology, a time when it was still 
unusual for a single white Western woman to go off on her own to do 
fieldwork in a remote and exotic locale. The photograph also indicates 
another historical dimension of the book—that it is an ethnography about 
Samoan adolescent girls as they were in 1925-26. The image of the two 
Samoan women dressed in ceremonial attire represents a bygone era in 
Samoan culture too. Today the majority of Samoan adolescent girls do 
not even live in Samoa, but in Hawaii, New Zealand, or California. 
Rather than wearing tapa cloth skirts, they are most likely to be found 
wearing blue jeans, t-shirts, and flip-flops. Even a few years after the pic- 
ture of Mead with Fa’amotu was taken, Fa’amotu’s life had changed dra- 
matically. She married a U.S. Navy officer she met in Samoa and the two 
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of them moved to San Diego, from where she wrote to Mead in 1931 to 
say that she hoped that Mead would not be too disappointed in her loss 
of her Samoan ways.” 

There is one other reading of the photographs of Mead with Fa’amotu 
and the other Samoan girls that has emerged with the revelation that 
Mead enjoyed sexual relations with women as well as men. As Torgovnick 
and others have suggested, perhaps these photographs hide a more inti- 
mate physical relationship that Mead had with some young Samoan 
woman—or man.” 


Mead, Samoa, and American Imperialism 


After the Vietnam War had ended, a younger generation of Americans 
began to be critical of both anthropology and Margaret Mead. In 1976, 
political cartoonist Garry Trudeau and social satirist Nicholas von Hoff- 
man called their critical parody of American politics and cultural hegem- 
ony in American Samoa Tales from the Margaret Mead Taproom.” Tru- 
deau’s alter ego, the cartoon character Doonesbury, visits his Uncle Duke, 
who has been appointed governor of American Samoa. Although refer- 
ence to Mead is minimal in the book, its back cover shows Uncle Duke 
sitting at his piano singing: 


Drinkin’ Again 

Jes’ Margaret Mead n’ Meee... 
Jes’ getting’ spaced 

With Amazin’ Grace 

Ain’t no place we’d rather beee... 
Than Pago Pago... 


Oh, my Margaret, you... 
Note that I could surely die... 
Who’s here to cry but you... 
In Pago Pago? 


Pago Pago... Pago Pago... 
You were the island’s rage 
When we both came of age... 
In Pago Paaago 
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Duke’s Samoan factotum, who clearly does not recognize the name Mar- 
garet Mead, says to him: “That’s. . . that’s beautiful, Governor. You must 
have really loved her.” To which Duke replies, “Naah, she was just re- 
quired reading.” ”? 

The references to Mead, in the title of the book and in the concluding 
cartoon segment, bookend the description of a trip that Trudeau and von 
Hoffman took to American Samoa and their scathing indictment of the 
effects of the American presence on Samoan culture. Invoking Mead’s 
name highlights the fact that Americans know very little about American 
Samoa, and that what they do know often came from having been re- 
quired to read Coming of Age in Samoa in a college course. Trudeau 
and von Hoffman attribute the tawdry quality of life they find in 1970s 
American Samoa to the benign neglect of U.S. imperialism, interested only 
in the islands as a naval base and site for R&R for American soldiers 
fighting in Vietnam. The picture they paint of Samoa in the 1970s stands 
in stark contrast to the idyllic images of Samoan life that Mead portrayed 
in Coming of Age in Samoa. They also take a jab at anthropology, seeing 
it as one of the main activities that Americans have engaged in on the 
islands, in addition to “madcap social welfareism,” neither of which they 
see as having helped the Samoans much. 

In this respect Trudeau and von Hoffman’s comments represent a more 
general critique of anthropology that began to emerge during the 1970s 
in which the entire anthropological enterprise came under scrutiny from 
within as well as without and was criticized for its imperialist origins.” 
In this instance, Mead has become a symbol of the entire anthropological 
enterprise and the focus of the critiques that a younger, more politically 
disillusioned and socially cynical generation of Americans was making of 
both anthropology and American society.” 

In contrast to these postcolonial critiques, feminist scholars have put 
forth a different image of Mead and Coming of Age in Samoa. They em- 
brace her book as bold, experimental, and theoretically significant, a 
work that was in the forefront of what was later to become the genre of 
feminist ethnography.’ For example, Sharon Tiffany notes that Mead was 
one of the first anthropologists—male or female—to focus on the lives of 
women and adolescent girls at a time when most anthropologists were 
men. Male anthropologists tended to focus on the study of political insti- 
tutions, leadership, and the economic organization of societies and sel- 
dom dealt with questions about the individual in society, let alone singling 
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out women for study.” Thus, within the burgeoning subfield of feminist 
anthropology that began in the 1970s, Mead’s most innovative and last- 
ing contributions to anthropology are her decision to take seriously the 
lives of women, children, and adolescents as a focus of study.” 

Another image of Mead that Coming of Age in Samoa generated was 
that of her as an expert on adolescence, that phase in an individual’s 
life between puberty and adulthood metaphorically referred to as “com- 
ing of age.” As with the study of sex, the study of adolescence was also a 
relatively new area of investigation when Mead began her research 
in Samoa. The idea of adolescence and the related notion of “teenager” 
were twentieth-century developments that grew out of the new under- 
standing of human development delineated by researchers in the United 
States and abroad, and Mead was recognized as a contributor to this new 
field of knowledge.” 

Mead added the concept of culture and its role in shaping adolescent 
behavior, contributing to our understanding of adolescence as a social pro- 
cess. She described adolescence as a phase in an individual’s life the charac- 
teristic behavior and emotional tenor of which is predominantly shaped 
not by physiological factors but by the social, historical, and cultural milieu 
in which it is experienced.*° This insight aligned her with her fellow Bo- 
asians who argued for the importance of culture in the determination of 
human behavior and more broadly with “metaphysical” philosophers such 
as John Dewey, William James, and Charles Sanders Peirce, who from the 
late nineteenth century on argued for the importance of ideas and the imag- 
ination in shaping social life as well as individual behavior.*! 

Mead’s growing interest in psychoanalytic theory and the relationship 
between culture and personality led her to shift the focus of her next 
research from the study of adolescence and sexuality to the study of chil- 
dren preadolescent and younger (and thus a less emotionally charged pe- 
riod of development) in order to understand the role that culture played in 
the socialization of children into becoming adult members of a particular 
society. In order to do so, her next research took her to Manus Island in 
New Guinea and an island society that was in many ways diametrically 
opposed to the relatively easy-going, sensuous culture of the Samoans. 


CHAPTER 4 
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Mead as Anthropologist: 
“To Study Cannibals” 





The youthful scientist hopes to win the confidence of the natives 
with gifts of cigarette lighters, hairpins, and plug tobacco. 
—Hammonton News, September 14, 1928 


L September of 1928, just after the publication of Coming of Age 
in Samoa, Margaret Mead left the United States to join Reo Fortune in 
Australia.! They were on their way to the Admiralty Islands in the Terri- 
tory of Papua and New Guinea for their first major stint of fieldwork 
together.? Continuing her interest in the effects of culture on behavior 
and personality, Mead intended to study the socialization of children to 
observe how early childhood experience might contribute to shaping 
adult personality. 

As with her earlier departure for fieldwork in Samoa, a local newspaper 
in Hammonton, New Jersey (where Mead’s family had resided off and 
on while her mother had studied the local Italian residents for her doctoral 
dissertation), reported the event with the following headline: 


To Study Cannibals 
Dr. Margaret Meade [sic], Former Resident Leaves for Work among Natives 
of South Seas 


followed by the text, “The youthful scientist hopes to win the confidence 
of the natives with gifts of cigarette lighters, hairpins, and plug tobacco. 


She will carry a complete kindergarten equipment for the entertainment 
of the children.’ 
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The article’s headline, “To Study Cannibals,” stands in stark contrast 
to the more mundane reality of Mead’s research intentions. Aiming to 
grab the reader’s attention, the newspaper employed the clichéd Western 
trope of cannibals to refer to non-Western peoples by playing up the dan- 
ger and exotic nature of Mead’s endeavor. By 1928, the Manus Islanders, 
with whom she and Fortune would be working, had long been pacified, 
first by the Germans and then the Australians. Moreover, they claimed 
that they had never been cannibals. 

Further emphasizing the Otherness of these dangerous cannibals, the 
article says that Mead “hopes to win their confidence”—with what?— 
trifles such as “cigarette lighters, hairpins, and plug tobacco.” Although 
this particular trope is evocative of numerous first contact scenes, from 
the Dutch purchase of Manhattan onward, in which westerners gained 
the friendship as well as more tangible items through inherently unequal 
exchanges. In Mead’s case, she wanted the confidence of the Manus Is- 
landers so that she could acquire knowledge of their culture and society. 

Although the article reports Mead’s plan to make a study of the Manus 
children, the reader is not told why she might be interested in studying 
children age two to seven. The article seems more intent on mentioning 
the fact that Mead is bringing kindergarten equipment for “the entertain- 
ment of the children,”—thereby evoking the image of a kindergarten 
teacher rather than a serious scientist—than on explaining what she 
would actually be studying. 

In the Admiralties, Mead intended to conduct a comparative study be- 
tween the lives and minds of so-called primitive children and Western 
children. Her interest in this topic was stimulated by the writing of Freud 
and the French scholar Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, both of whom equated the 
minds of primitive adults with the intellectual capabilities of Western chil- 
dren and the mentally ill.4 If this equation was valid, Mead wondered 
what the minds of primitive children were like in comparison to those of 
Western children and Manus adults. She was continuing an interest she 
had in determining if there were significant differences in the mental ca- 
pacities of different races and the influence of biology versus the environ- 
ment on the development of children that she had begun with her study 
of adolescent girls in Samoa. Her research also would contribute to the 
broader Boasian project to question the assumption of innate biological 
differences between members of different races. 
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What the newspaper article probably achieved was the reinforcement 
of the stereotype of the anthropologist as an adventurer who goes off to 
study primitive cannibals. 


Growing Up in New Guinea (1930) 


While Coming of Age in Samoa was becoming a best seller in the United 
States, Mead and Fortune were engaged in their study of the Manus peo- 
ple, initially oblivious to the book’s success. When they returned to New 
York City in September of 1929, Mead wrote that, “We were caught up 
in the excitement of meeting my friends, who informed me that I had 
already achieved a wide reputation as an author-anthropologist, some- 
thing I vaguely knew but had not yet fully comprehended.”* The success 
of Coming of Age in Samoa meant that numerous journalists wanted to 
interview Mead, as they sensed a good adventure story that involved a 
female heroine. For example, Frances D. McMullen titled her article 
about Mead in the Women’s Journal “Going Native for Science: Dr. Mar- 
garet Mead, Ethnologist, Tells How She Lived in a Grass Hut in the Admi- 
ralty Islands and Became a Princess in Samoa to Study the Life of Her 
Primitive Neighbors.” McMullen introduces Mead by contrasting the 
exoticism of her anthropological research with the starkness of her office 
in the American Museum of Natural History, where “her talk summoned 
up strange scenes in that grim-looking museum room, without trace of 
the life under discussion save the carved coconut shell ‘kava cup’ into 
which Dr. Mead flicked her cigarette.”” 

Trying to convey to the reader exactly what anthropologists are and 
how they work, McMullen writes, 


The nature of her business is the way of living and thinking of primitive folk 
... but if the attitude presupposes equipment and point of view that are 
highly scientific, it is not strictly so; for the personal equation enters into these 
studies with emphasis. To solve it one needs to be as pleasing as intelligent, 
as sympathetic as analytical, as confidence-winning as statistical. In doing 
the particular jobs to which Dr. Mead applied herself—the intimate study of 
primitive childhood and adolescence—youth is an added asset.’ 


Once again we find an emphasis on Mead’s youthfulness and, as the 
article was for a women’s magazine, an emphasis on Mead’s comments 
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about the suitability of anthropology for women: “The striking beauty 
about her profession at present from the woman’s point of view, Dr. Mead 
added, is that it offers plenty of room. Women scientists of any kind are 
scarce, and of anthropologists there are not even enough to fill those jobs 
that beckon to women especially.”? 

While Mead seems not to have had any qualms about granting inter- 
views with magazine and newspaper journalists, she did have second 
thoughts about publishing her work in popular magazines. In a letter 
from her editor about an article Mead had been thinking of submitting 
to either Cosmopolitan magazine or Smart Set, Morrow advises her that 
she “should be cautious in arranging for magazine articles, and should 
take into account the possible attitude of your fellow-scholars whose 
opinions would count in connection with your further career as a scholar 
and scientist.” Perhaps chastened by Morrow’s words, Mead apparently 
decided not to publish an article in either magazine. 

In November 1929, Mead held a press conference at the American Mu- 
seum of Natural History to describe her New Guinea research. She said 
that she had found the Manus Islanders less pleasant than the Samoans, 
more materialistic and more sexually prudish. She also introduced the 
theme of the Manus people as “primitive capitalists,” a description of the 
islanders that played well with the press.'’ As did a photograph of Mead 
dressed in a Manus ceremonial headdress that appeared in several news- 
papers across the country. 

Not surprisingly, the newspapers chose to highlight details of Manus 
culture that would strike the American reader as bizarre or scandalous or 
heathen and humorous. In contrast to how they had portrayed the lithe- 
some, brown-skinned Polynesian Samoans, the press described the darker, 
more savage-looking Manus people by playing up their primitiveness. The 
Manus men, with their frizzy heads of hair, scantily dressed in narrow 
loincloths with necklaces of dogs’ teeth and shells hanging down their 
chests, were indeed exotic looking to the American public. The New York 
Times, however, chose to foreground a different aspect of Manus society, 
one that pointed to similarities as well as differences between American 
and Manus culture. Taking off from Mead’s description of the Manus as 
middlemen and traders par excellence, the Times ran the headline “Tooth 
Money Panic Rocks South Seas,” followed by the subheading “Admiralty 
Islands’ Inflation in Dog-Molar Currency Is Told by Woman Explorer.” ” 
The article played off New Yorkers’ immediate concerns with their own 
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Figure 4.1 .Mead dressed in Manus ceremonial headdress, Manus, 1929. 
(Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 


shaky economy and the panic caused the previous month by the stock 
market crash on Black Thursday, October 24, 1929. The juxtaposition of 
the notion of “inflation,” an economic concept most Americans associ- 
ated with capitalism and a money-based economy, affecting something as 
seemingly simple and barbaric as an economy based on dogs’ teeth must 
have amused readers, or at least grabbed their attention. 

The Associated Press avoided the topic of the Manus economy and 
focused on the children instead. It ran a short piece with the headline 
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“Children Smoke at Three,” while the New York Herald Tribune an- 
nounced “Woman Studies Smoking Babies of Pacific Isles.” At a time 
when young women were asserting their independence by smoking ciga- 
rettes (as Mead did), and specialists in child development were alerting 
parents to the necessity of keeping their children on strict schedules," the 
thought of three-year-olds smoking cigarettes must have struck Ameri- 
cans as a particularly uncouth, to say nothing of unhealthy, practice and 
a definitive sign of the uncivilized nature of the Manus people. 

When writing Growing Up in New Guinea, Mead followed the success- 
ful model of Coming of Age in Samoa and subtitled her new book A Com- 
parative Study of Primitive Education. The first half of the book was de- 
voted to a description of the socialization of Manus children from birth to 
marriage, while the entire second half of the book was devoted to Mead’s 
discussion of the similarities between Manus and American society, espe- 
cially in the area of education, and the implications she drew from the 
Manus case for changes in the American system of education. A blurb for 
a 1953 edition of the book read: “With brilliant insight, humor, and warm 
sympathy, a noted anthropologist explores the family life of a primitive 
island people—their attitude toward sex, marriage and the raising of chil- 
dren—and finds intriguing parallels with problems of modern life.”* 


“Just a Puff” 


There are twenty-four photographs in the first edition of Growing Up in 
New Guinea, including one of a young Manus child smoking a cigarette. 
Mead’s decision to include this latter photo of a naked Manus boy three 
or four years old puffing on a limp hand-rolled cigarette may have been 
influenced by the curiosity the press had shown in this unusual custom.'® 
All of the photos, but especially those of the naked Manus children, would 
have helped reinforce the contrast between the “civilized” life of the 
reader and the “primitive” life of the Manus. 

There is only one photograph of Mead (and none of Fortune) in the 
book. Captioned “Research Methods” (ironically?!), the photograph of 
Mead shows her seated with a group of Manus children playfully decorat- 
ing their hair with strands of celluloid ribbon." This photograph is typical 
of the pictures that she later chose to publish in her autobiography to 





Figure 4.2 “Just a Puff,” Manus, 1929. Photograph from the first edition of 
Growing Up in New Guinea, 1930. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress and 
the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 
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Figure 4.3 “Research Methods,” Manus, 1929. Photograph by Reo Fortune. 
Mead included this picture of herself in the field in the first edition of Growing 
Up in New Guinea, 1930. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the 
Institute of Intercultural Studies) 


represent her doing fieldwork, such as one from Manus that shows a 
young Mead, still girlish in appearance, seated holding a child on her lap 
and another that she used in Letters from the Field that shows her carrying 
a small Manus child on her back.'* These photos emphasize particular 
aspects of her public persona that she cultivated: the feminine Mead who 
played with and loved children; the scientific Mead who studied children’s 
behavior and childhood development; and, beginning with Growing Up 
in New Guinea, the maternal Mead, and, later, Mead the protector of the 
world’s children. 


Marketing Growing Up in New Guinea 


The success of Coming of Age in Samoa had taught Mead and William 
Morrow much about the marketing of her work, especially the impor- 
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Figure 4.4 Mead with Ponkiau, Bopau and Tchokal, Manus, 1929. Photograph 
by Reo Fortune. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the Institute for 
Intercultural Studies) 


tance of getting her book out to a wide range of scholars and intellectuals 
who might find it of interest. A letter Mead wrote to Morrow suggested 
that the following people, categorized by profession, be sent a copy of 
Growing Up in New Guinea. She also suggested which chapters in the 
book specific individuals or groups might find of particular interest: 
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Figure 4.5 Mead carrying Piwen, Manus 1929. Photograph by Reo Fortune. 
(Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 


Psychologists: Watson, Adler, Woodworth.” Chapter on the content of the 
child’s world, stressing the dependence of the child upon traditional material 
and the void which exists when this is absent. Chapter on development of 
personality, the role played by identification. 

Sociologists: W. F. Ogburn, University of Chicago, W. I. Thomas.” Analysis 
of the way in which a society without political organization impresses its 
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mores upon the growing individual, discussion of the role of the family, the 
projection of the family picture into the religious system (Chap. On Child 
and Religion). Disciplinary methods used by society (The Triumph of the 
Adult Chap.). 

Psychoanalysts: White (St. Elizabeth’s Hospital, Washington), Brill, Dr. Mar- 
ian Kentworthy (NY School of Social Work).”! Interchange of the mother’s 
role and the father’s role and effect upon the development of boys and girls, 
association between sexual defections and a general anxiety attitude in the 
society, discussion of identification and the elaboration of the life after death. 
Chap. On Scope of Imagination. Relationship between child’s attitude to fa- 
ther and the attitude towards the spirits of the dead. Projection upon the 
spirits of the dead of ideas of guilt. (Last two points in chap. On Child and 
Religion.) 

Educationalists: John Dewey, Bertrand Russell, and Meiklejohn (University 
of Wisconsin).” This is the first scientific study ever made of the educational 
process in a primitive society. Brings out the interesting points: (a) results of 
leaving children without guidance in their play, how empty it is. (b) depen- 
dence of children upon tradition. (c) harshness of the methods of subjection 
which must be used by a society which permits its youth to grow up in anar- 
chy, (d) relation of this kind of growing up to the values of the adult society 
and the curious analogy between Manus and America, both societies stressing 
acquisition of material objects at the expense of other values. 

Economists: (I am having a bunch of reprints of an article called “Melanesian 
Middlemen” sent down to you which should be slipped into the copies 
sent to any one with an economic interest, as bait).” Interesting study of a 
commercial-minded primitive people with highly developed ideas of private 
property, division of labor, exchange, money, etc. See esp. Chpt on Child 
and Adult World, and Appendix on Ethnography and Contact with White 
Culture. Educational values developed by such a society. Send to Mitchell 
(National Bureau Economic Research), John Keynes (Cambridge, England), 
R. H. Tawney (London School of Economics), James Harvey Robinson, 
(combine economic and sociological points for him), and add the point 
that Manus is curiously like a far away echo of our own historical develop- 
ment with its emphasis on commercial Puritanism and it’s almost identical 
spiritualistic cult. 

Sex People: Havelock Ellis, [G.] V. Hamilton and Kenneth Macgowan, Floyd 
Dell, Dr. Katharine B. Davis, analysis of the effect on individuals where sexual 
freedom is disallowed for women, romantic love is culturally unknown, mar- 
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riage is an economic lever, the arrangement of kin groups militates against 
any happiness in marriage, rape is the ideal of the men and frigidity the rule 
for women.” Primitive puritans who contradict many of the popular ideas 
about sex among primitive peoples. 

Special People: Gilbert Murray, Oxford (I think he’s a Sir), mention his 
known interest in Pacific Island[s] because of his brother, Sir Herbert [sic] 
Murray’s notable contributions to Pacific administrative problems and his 
interest in League of Nations Mandates.” If there are any other English 
names on the League of Nations list with publicity value (think there are) it 
will be possible to play up the book as the first scientific account published 
of any of the primitive peoples in the Mandated Territory since Australia 
assumed the Mandate (Better say first complete account).?” And draw their 
attention to the chapter on Culture Contact in the Appendix. 

Malinowski doesn’t need any special points. Sir James Frazer, author of 
the Golden Bough, stressing first time the child’s attitudes towards a primi- 
tive religion has even been studied (Chap. On religion); Westermarck, Univer- 
sity of London, author of History of Human Marriage, stresses inside account 
of the working in the lives of the individuals of arranged marriages which are 
key points in an elaborate economic system. H. G. Wells, in the light of his 
contention that men of the future will be without tradition, in the way in 
which it controls our lives today, discussion of the effect in education of bring- 
ing children up physically perfect and mentally alert, in a kind of vacuum. 
(Chap. Content of Child World.) Hilaire Belloc and G. K. Chesterton, this is 
an inside picture of the effect upon the lives of individuals of a society which 
values commercialism and has thrust all artistic values aside in the interest 
of commercialism.” I think it would be worth trying Aldous Huxley, empha- 
sizing the detailed psychological study of a group of primitive puritans and 
also Ernest Hemingway, J. B. S. Haldane, should get the same line as the 
educationalists.”” 

For general interest people, stress inside account of education among an un- 
touched people, spiritualism, Puritanism, caricature of American attitudes, 
result of giving children perfect freedom!*° 


It is revealing to see whom Mead targeted and what sections of the book 
she thought different specialists might find of interest. Bolstered by the 
success of her first book, Mead sought to interest some of the most highly 
regarded intellectuals and social scientists of the time in her work, many 
of whom were reformers or outspoken critics of modern society. Her 
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choices also demonstrate her conviction that her Manus research and its 
implications for Western society would be of interest to a wide range of 
scholars in the social sciences and human genetics in the United States 
and England, but also novelists and public intellectuals such as H. G. 
Wells, Aldous Huxley, and Bertrand Russell, who had started his own 
school for progressive education in England. 


Popular Reviews of 
Growing Up in New Guinea 


As with Coming of Age in Samoa, reviews of Growing Up in New Guinea 
in the popular press commended Mead on the clarity of her writing. “Miss 
Mead,” a review in the New York Times said, “has the rare faculty of 
combining scientific observation with happiness of literary expression.” 
The reviewer is particularly interested in the fact that while childhood in 
Manus is a time of great freedom and happiness, the adult Manus Is- 
lander, “a product of this childhood of undisciplined freedom . . . is not 
a happy individual.” The reviewer then notes that in the second half of 
her book Mead “throws an illuminating and rather disconcerting light on 
the similarity of Manus civilization and our own.”*! 

The “disconcerting similarity” is the emphasis upon material goods and 
commercialism in the two societies as well as a parallel between the undis- 
ciplined freedom of Manus childhood and the experimentation in Ameri- 
can schools that was underway at the time, with “most of the experiments 
being directed toward greater freedom and less discipline for the growing 
child.” The reviewer finds the book excellent not only for the portrait it 
paints of Manus society but also because it serves to prod readers to think 
critically about American society.” 


Anthropologists’ Reviews of 
Growing Up in New Guinea 


The most damning review of Growing Up in New Guinea written by an 
anthropologist was C. W. R. Hart’s in the British journal Man. Hart, a 
student of Malinowski, was searing in his censure of Mead. He began his 
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review by referring to the book’s success in the United States, as well as 
that of Coming of Age in Samoa: 


On the basis of these two studies Miss Mead has been hailed by some critics 
in America as one of the leading anthropologists of the day. English students 
to the contrary will be strongly inclined to query whether she is an anthropol- 


ogist at all.” 


These, of course, were fighting words as they struck at the heart of Mead’s 
professional identity. Hart underscored his accusation by pointing out, in 
a rather condescending manner, that: 


In itself residence for a period of time among a native community does not 
make a person an anthropologist, as certain travelers and most publishers 
seem to think. The criterion of whether work among natives is anthropology 
or something else lies in the sort of phenomena investigated there and the 
sort of generalizations attempted in any published account of the work.** 


Heaping one insult upon another, Hart continues: 


Miss Mead went to Manus, but while there was not apparently interested in 
any of the problems with which anthropologists (both in England and in 
America) are normally concerned. Her whole interest lay not in seeing what 
the culture was, but what effect living in a certain group had on an individual 
of that group. The result is that such glimpses as we get of the structure of 
Manus society are only obtained incidentally in somewhat the same way as 
we may obtain an idea of the houses used by a tribe from a medical report 
on the causes of pneumonia among that tribe.’ 


He accuses Mead of not having studied the structure of Manus society, 
that is, of not having presented a detailed analysis of the kinship sys- 
tem and related social organization of the society, as these topics 
were the central focus of British structural-functionalist anthropology 
at that time. 

Hart dismissed the second section of the book, “Reflections on the Edu- 
cational Problems of Today in the Light of Manus Experience,” as “of no 
value in anthropology,” and then in a sweeping statement added, “and 
one imagines of very little value to any other of the social sciences.” In 
this respect, Hart echoes Robert Lowie in his review of Coming of Age in 
Samoa. Both men thought that this type of “pedagogical sermonizing” 
had no role to play in the science of anthropology. Once again, it was 
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precisely what attracted the interest of the general public to Mead’s books 
that was denounced by other anthropologists. 

Both Reo Fortune and Ruth Benedict wrote letters to the editor of Man 
defending Mead’s book. Benedict’s response is particularly interesting as 
she points out that “the essential misunderstanding on the part of your 
reviewer has to do with the dilemma of anthropological publication in 
America. There is not in America a publishers’ list of prospective subscrib- 
ers interested in colonial affairs and native peoples. In England the exis- 
tence of this market, even though it is small, makes possible the commer- 
cial publication of ethnological monographs.”*’ Therefore, she says, 
American ethnographers must present their material in a manner that will 
appeal to the general public, and thus English students “cannot at the 
present look to such publications for the detailed account of the formal 
structure of the culture, nor take its absence as an indication that such a 
study was overlooked by the investigators.”** 

Fortune, on the other hand, attacks Hart’s criticisms of Mead head on. 
For example, in response to Hart’s statement that Mead was not appar- 
ently interested in any of the problems with which anthropologists (both 
in England and America) are normally concerned, Fortune throws back 
the fact that both Dr. Haddon in England and Dr. Boas in America, “the 
pioneers in anthropology on either side of the Atlantic, have both for 
many years been anxious to secure just such an account of a primitive 
culture and have both acknowledged that in Dr. Mead’s work the desired 
object has been achieved.”*? Adding a more personal attack, he remarks 
that “Mr. Hart has a most curious conception of anthropology, for he 
appears to think that it should be confined to the purely codified forms 
of culture. He would study the Code Napoleon and believe that he has 
studied the French people.”” 

In a more tempered critique of the book for the American Anthropolo- 
gist, A. L. Kroeber conceded that Mead was an outstanding writer: “To 
judge Margaret Mead by the standards inherent in her work,” he wrote, 
“her gift is essentially aesthetic, suffused by the power of conceptualiza- 
tion, and holding a legitimate and stimulating place in anthropology; and 
she possesses this gift in a degree approaching genius.”*! Kroeber, unlike 
some of his colleagues, was willing to acknowledge that there was a place 
within anthropology for work such as Mead’s. 

Kroeber, reiterating the comment he had made to Mead about Coming 
of Age in Samoa, also suggested, “If she will add the substantiating body 
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of fact, her work will be unusually influential in the science.”* He con- 
cluded by cautioning Mead, saying that, “When she leaves her vein to 
intellectualize about American educational tenets of 1930, or to compro- 
mise between the amount of cultural fact that ethnologists want and the 
public will stand, her own peculiar quality rapidly evaporates. If she can 
learn to satisfy only herself, she should do finer and profounder work 
than Samoa or New Guinea.”*? Unlike Hart, Kroeber respected aspects 
of Mead’s work, lauding her for her ability as a writer, while at the same 
time sternly urging her to be a more thorough and detailed ethnographer. 

Angered by Hart’s critical remarks, Mead postponed a field trip to the 
mainland of New Guinea that she and Fortune were about to embark on 
and spent the next several months writing a book about Manus kinship 
and social organization.“ Her decision to delay their fieldwork to write 
the kinship monograph indicates how important she felt it was to prove 
herself technically competent as a professional anthropologist. Given the 
popular success of her first two books, she must have sensed that this was 
all the more incumbent upon her than had these books not been as popu- 
lar as they were with the general public. 


The Legacy of Growing Up in New Guinea 


The iconic image of Mead with children—holding babies, playing with 
toddlers, extending a doll to a bemused child—started with the publication 
of Growing Up in New Guinea and the picture of Mead surrounded by a 
group of naked Manus boys and girls. The Manus photo shows Mead as 
a young, girlish-looking woman, but even as she grew older the format 
stayed the same: a maternal Mead with a child or children (often dark- 
skinned in contrast to Mead). There is a subtle change in the image of 
Mead from Coming of Age in Samoa to Growing Up in New Guinea that 
marks a shift from Mead as the flapperesque ingenue to a more mature, 
married, and maternal Mead, a change that also signals a shift in her re- 
search interests from the study of adolescent girls to the study of infants 
and children. Although the association between Mead and the study of 
sexuality continues, another image of Mead develops alongside it: that of 
the maternal caretaker interested in and concerned for the welfare of chil- 
dren the world over. The repetition over the years of the image of the mater- 
nal Mead will eventually transform her into “grandmother to the world.” 
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With the publication of Growing Up in New Guinea, Mead’s image as 
an expert on childhood and education was established, and she became 
a pioneer in the cross-cultural study of education and socialization.* For 
the rest of her career she would be called upon for advice about education 
and the raising of children. With increasing frequency she was asked to 
give talks such as one she presented to the Philadelphia chapter of the 
American Association of University Women in 1931 in which she argued 
against both the permissiveness of Manus parents and the growing per- 
missiveness among American parents who did not instill a sense of respect 
for adults in their children or establish guidelines for discipline. What she 
did advocate, reiterating what she had written in Coming of Age in 
Samoa, was that Americans should educate their children about how to 
make informed choices from among the many different possibilities that 
life in modern American society offered them. 

As Mead later pointed out, when she wrote Growing Up in New 
Guinea questions about education were uppermost in many American’s 
minds: “Under the influence of the progressive-education movement and 
a quick and partial interpretation of the first flush of success in Russian 
educational experiments, educators and philosophers were saying, ‘Yes, 
the child is malleable, he takes the form you wish him to take; therefore, if 
you train him sufficiently differently from the way his unfortunate parents 
were trained, in no time at all you will produce a new generation which 
will built a new world.’ ”* What Mead’s Manus research contributed to 
this debate was that “human nature is flexible, but it is also elastic. It will 
tend to return to the form that was impressed upon it in earliest years” — 
an insight that later led to the creation of programs such as Head Start.“ 
A more curious legacy was the association Reagan-era conservatives made 
between Mead and the “permissiveness” they bemoaned in the American 
education system, especially since what Mead actually did say about 
Manus society and its implications for American education was quite to 
the contrary." 


The Changing Culture of an Indian Tribe (1932) 


Mead and Fortune had returned to New York City in the fall of 1929 
to begin writing up their Manus material. The following summer, at the 
request of Clark Wissler, Mead’s superior in the Department of Anthro- 
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pology at the American Museum of Natural History, they had agreed 
to accept research stipends to conduct a few months research among 
the Omaha Indians in Nebraska.” Mead was to study the role of women 
and change. They spent the fall of 1930 writing up their Omaha 
material. The book Mead published based on her fieldwork among the 
Omaha, The Changing Culture of an Indian Tribe, remains one of her 
least known studies. 

The public’s response to the book, or, more precisely, its lack of enthusi- 
asm, indicates how important it was to Mead’s popular success that she 
had done her anthropological research in remote places such as Samoa 
and New Guinea. These Pacific islands, albeit in very different ways, 
piqued the American public’s curiosity about exotic cultures. In contrast 
to Mead’s first two books, the narrative she had to tell about the Omaha 
Indians (whom she thinly disguised in her book as “the Antlers”) was a 
depressing and familiar one. By the summer of 1930, when Mead went 
to study Omaha women, the tribe, former buffalo hunters who had once 
roamed across the Great Plains, had long been settled on reservations in 
Nebraska. Moreover, Mead had not wanted to do the three months sum- 
mer research upon which the book was based in the first place, only agree- 
ing to do so under duress. It was the only fieldwork she ever did that she 
had not chosen to do herself. As Maureen Molloy has observed, “to write 
about The Changing Culture of an Indian Tribe ... [is] to write about 

. a repression both by Mead herself and by the many intellectuals, 
journalists, and educators who seized her other books and made them 
into best-sellers.”*! 

Why, after the resounding success of Coming of Age in Samoa and 
the lesser, but still noteworthy, popularity of Growing Up in New Guinea, 
did both Mead and the popular press ignore her third book? Unlike 
her previous two books, Mead did little to promote The Changing 
Culture of an Indian Tribe. There are various reasons she may not 
have. The book’s location—Nebraska and the Great Plains of the Ameri- 
can Midwest—did little to excite either her or the public’s imagination. 
Further indication of her ambivalence toward the research project can be 
gathered from the fact that rather than telling the Omaha women that 
she was an anthropologist, she kept her own identity as a researcher a 
secret and hid under the pretense of accompanying Reo Fortune while he 


did fieldwork. 
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Most importantly, there was the nature of Mead’s findings. She de- 
scribed the situation as one in which as the result of many years of mis- 
treatment at the hands of the American government, “there was the dis- 
mal sense that the people themselves were going backward.” Because 
Omaha culture was so despoiled, she felt as though the research she had 
done was not really “anthropological,” and thus of little scientific value. 
Real anthropology, Mead said, could only be conducted in societies that 
were still intact and had not suffered the kind of cultural degradation that 
had affected the Omaha. Perhaps because she found the Omaha situa- 
tion so bleak, or because of the short period of time she did research, 
Mead eschewed making suggestions for ways to change their condition. 
Thus, there was no “sermonizing”—as with her previous books. 

For all these reasons, Mead did little to promote the book and chose 
not to seek publication with a trade publisher, letting Columbia University 
Press publish the study instead. Subsequently, she seldom referred to her 
Omaha research in articles or books she wrote.” Even years later in her 
autobiography she says very little about her Omaha research, focusing 
instead on Fortune’s unrecognized success in finding the answer to the 
research question Benedict had originally set for him as to why was there 
no evidence of vision quests among the Omaha.* It was, as Molloy sug- 
gests, as though Mead repressed her negative experience with the Omaha, 
both soon after the event as well as decades later. 

Published during the depth of the Great Depression, The Changing Cul- 
ture of an Indian Tribe, unlike Mead’s earlier volumes, did not offer the 
vision of escape to an idyllic South Seas paradise, as had Samoa, or even 
to the site of bustling primitive commerce that Mead had portrayed as 
characteristic of the Manus people. Instead, it recorded the effects on hap- 
less individuals of a resounding social and economic failure. Perhaps the 
book’s story of cultural demise presented a parallel between the depleted 
and downtrodden lives of the Omaha and Depression-era Americans that 
was too starkly familiar. For, as a brief review in The Nation noted, 
Mead’s conclusion regarding the Omaha was that “the individual . . . is 
left floundering in a heterogeneous welter of meaningless, uncoordinated 
and disintegrating institutions.”*” 

Although Mead may have relegated the Omaha book to the dustbin of 
her mind, subconsciously she seems to have registered the impact of its 
discordant note on both herself and the public. Twenty-five years later, 
when she observed the very different reaction of the Manus people to 
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culture contact and acculturation, she was eager to write about their expe- 
rience in her popular book New Lives for Old and to appear in the televi- 
sion documentary it inspired.*® 

Other anthropologists, however, were enthusiastic about Mead’s 
Omaha work. Writing for the American Anthropologist, Alexander Gold- 
enweiser admiringly stated that, “Margaret Mead has made a signal con- 
tribution to our knowledge of the reactions of a typical Indian tribe to 
the impact of white civilization.”°’ According to Goldenweiser, despite 
the abundant amount of research that American anthropologists had 
done among Native American tribes, until Mead’s study there had been 
little work done on the topic of what was to become the study of “culture 
contact.” He even predicted that because “the result of her investigation 
is so interesting and far-reaching . . . her pioneering study is bound to be 
followed by other such studies, opportunity for which abounds among 
the North American Indians.” 

Praise for the book was not limited to the United States. In the British 
journal Man, in addition to commending Mead’s vivid writing style, the 
reviewer observed that Mead’s study “shows the great importance to both 
the ethnographer and the sociologist of investigating the results of these 
extreme examples of diffusion and culture change.”*! Thus, according to 
these and other anthropologists, The Changing Culture of an Indian Tribe 
represented a pioneering effort at a new kind of research, research that 
focused on the problem of acculturation and culture change, defined as 
the study of the social processes whereby a culture adapted to the beliefs 
and practices of a new, more dominant culture. It was a subfield of politi- 
cal anthropology that was to become increasingly important during the 
1930s. For acculturation theory, as it came to be called, “contained, albeit 
implicitly, the attack on racial domination, imperialism, and monopoly 
capitalism that has been a subterranean trend within the discipline on 
both sides of the Atlantic from the beginning.” ? 

Ironically, although The Changing Culture of an Indian Tribe remains 
one of Mead’s least known works, among her professional peers the book 
added to her reputation as an innovative and serious anthropologist. 
Nonetheless, neither the profession nor the public ever associated Mead 
with the study of Native American cultures, and soon after the book’s 
publication Mead returned to New Guinea to embark upon the research 
that resulted in Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies, the 
book she later claimed was the most misunderstood of all her work. 


CHAPTER 5 
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Mead as Anthropologist: 
“To Find Out How Girls Learn to Be Girls” 





... what she saw was profoundly disconcerting . . . there was a 
differentiation so shattering in its contrast to all we know that hardly 
the nicest and most magnanimous woman could be trusted to read it 
without happy guffaws. They are getting what they deserve back in 

Tchambuli—they are being taught what it feels like. 
—Rebecca West, Review of Sex and Temperament, 
the Sunday Times (London)! 


D.n the summer of 1931, having postponed her return to New 
Guinea while she wrote Kinship in the Admiralty Islands, her response to 
anthropologist C. W. R. Hart’s stinging critique of Growing Up in New 
Guinea, various articles appeared in New York City newspapers that de- 
scribed Mead’s impending research trip: 


DR. MARGARET MEAD TO JOIN THIRD EXPEDITION 
To Find Out How Girls Learn to Be Girls, she says. 
Will Study Impulses 
She has a suspicion, she said yesterday, that a great part of what we believe 
to be fundamental sex differences is not biological at all but is implanted by 
the way boys and girls are brought up.” 


This headline—as well as another in the New York Herald Tribune that 
announced: “Jungle Expected to Reveal Why Boys Are Boys”’—shows 
that the media was interested in telling readers that Mead was off again 
to the remote South Pacific, this time to study a question that continued 
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to fascinate Americans: What makes girls different from boys? Is it a mat- 
ter of nature or nurture? While the prevailing thought at the time was that 
sex differences between males and females were determined biologically, 
Mead was among a dissenting minority of scientists who were intent on 
investigating the extent to which one’s social environment—the way that 
a boy or girl is brought up—determines whether one behaves like a man 
or a woman. 

The New York Herald Tribune article was accompanied by a photo- 
graph of Mead standing next to an elaborately decorated orator’s stool, 
an example of the type of sculpture found in the Sepik River region of 
New Guinea where Mead and Fortune were headed for their next re- 
search. The photo, with its caption’s reference to the carved stool as an 
“idol,” titillates the public with notions of pagan non-Western religions 
and primitive images of supernatural spirits. 

Other writers, enthralled by the idea of Mead as a woman setting off 
for a remote and hostile environment, juxtaposed sexuality, danger, and 
primitivism in the service of Western science: 


GOING AND GETTING IT FOR SCIENCE: 
WHITE WOMAN STUDIES GHOST-RULED SAVAGES IN MELANESIA 
New Yorkers today are piercing dark jungles. They are crossing far deserts. 
They are facing strange hazards. It’s a matter of course. They’re truth hunters. 
They’re members of expeditions of the American Museum of Natural His- 
tory. They go and get odd, new facts. They bring them back and interpret 
them for the sake of science.* 


This article was one in a series published by the New York World- 
Telegram that focused on scientists at the American Museum of Natural 
History and highlighted their quest for “adventure and truth both in 
laboratory and down dim, distant trails.” It once again demonstrates 
how the press, in seeking to entice readers by appealing to their sense of 
adventure and kindling their imaginations by implying intrigue and dan- 
ger, contributed to the iconic image of Mead as anthropologist and in- 
trepid explorer. 

The article also reminds us of how important it was to Mead’s fame 
that she worked at a museum rather than a university. The dual function 
of the American Museum of Natural History as research center and locus 
of informal public education meant that the media often turned to the 
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museum’s curators as experts, and they became not only sources of infor- 
mation but intellectual and cultural symbols as well. Being employed by 
the museum offered Mead the imprimatur of expert and a platform from 
which she could reach a larger public than had she taught at a university. 


In 1935, Mead published Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Socie- 
ties. Along with Ruth Benedict’s Patterns of Culture, published in 1934, 
Sex and Temperament served to bring anthropology once again into the 
public spotlight. Based upon research Mead and Reo Fortune carried out 
from 1931 to 1933 in the Sepik region of New Guinea, Sex and Tempera- 
ment presents comparative data from the Arapesh, Mundugumor, and 
Tchambuli (now called the Chambri) societies about male and female 
behavior and personality. It was the third major popular book Mead had 
published about Pacific Island societies in less than ten years. 


How Girls Learn to Be Girls 137 


Publicity for Sex and Temperament 


After reading the manuscript for Sex and Temperament, Frances Phillips, 
Mead’s editor at William Morrow, wrote to her: 


We want to congratulate you on a superb piece of work—first the research 
and then the creative thinking from M. M. that so lights up the scene not 
only of New Guinea but of Ameriky. It will stir up a lot of controversy and 
should get you a wider audience, as well as new laurels.’ 


Phillips, as well as others at William Morrow, sensed that Mead’s chal- 
lenge to the idea that male and female behaviors were biologically deter- 
mined, and thus immutable, would be controversial and spark consider- 
able interest in the book and its author. Discussing publicity for the book, 
Phillips wrote Mead that: 


We all agree that Bertrand Russell is a fine name to have on the jacket so will 
you write and ask him? H. G. Wells is also good, but Russell is better, we 
think. However, if you can start working on Wells, do so and we’ll send him 
galleys, too.® 


Mead wrote to Bertrand Russell, the eminent British philosopher, pacifist, 
and outspoken social critic, with a request for a blurb endorsing Sex and 
Temperament, described her book as “an analysis of the psycho-sexual 
roles of both sexes in three New Guinea tribes with which I worked in 
1931-33, and a discussion of the bearing of these findings on the problem 
of sex temperament.”’ Russell, an advocate of trial marriage, among other 
unconventional ideas, had recently written a hugely successful and con- 
troversial book titled Marriage and Morals (1929), which described his 
“free-thinking” ideas about the relations between men and women.’ Since 
Russell was a frequent lecturer in the United States, many Americans 
would have been more familiar with his books and articles about social 
issues than his work on mathematics and analytical philosophy, for which 
he later received a Nobel Prize.’ 

Phillips also thought that Mead should ask the British author H. G. 
Wells for a blurb. He was renowned worldwide for his popular science 
fiction, books such as The Time Machine, The War of the Worlds, and 
The Invisible Man. A racy figure in the literary and intellectual world, 
Wells was also known for his progressive social ideas, his socialist politics, 
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and his call for a World State and free love (as well as for his womanizing 
and his reputation as a lothario). In short, he was a major British intellec- 
tual, an eminent writer whose broad interests in science and the psychol- 
ogy of the human mind and libido made him someone who was likely to 
be interested in what Mead had to say about human sexuality and the 
behavior of men and women. Moreover, because Wells had just published 
his widely read Experiment in Autobiography, in which he discussed his 
progressive ideas about sexual relations between men and women, it 
would have been advantageous for the promotion of Sex and Tempera- 
ment for Mead to have had an endorsement for her book from him.” 
Phillips wrote Mead that “a word from him, while that book [Experiment 
in Autobiography] is in the limelight, would be helpful. If I were you, Pd 
go after him.” 

After Russell had replied to Mead that he did not think an author’s 
third book warranted an endorsement, since by that point the author 
should be sufficiently well known that the work should stand on its own 
merits, she decided not to contact Wells. The exchange between Mead 
and her editor about endorsements indicates the desire both author and 
publisher had to get Mead’s book as much recognition as possible from 
eminent writers and intellectuals of the time, especially individuals associ- 
ated with progressive ideas about subjects such as marriage and sexuality. 
They wanted to demonstrate that the book was of interest to a broad 
spectrum of readers, not simply to specialists or scholars. 


Rebecca West’s Review of Sex and Temperament 


Sex and Temperament was indeed widely reviewed and well received 
by the popular press. Ironically, it was Rebecca West, H. G. Wells’s 
former lover and a respected, albeit unconventional journalist and intel- 
lectual with an international reputation, who reviewed Sex and Tempera- 
ment in Britain for the Sunday Times.” Outspoken and gutsy, West began 
her career in the early 1920s writing for the feminist journal the Free- 
woman. Thus, it is not surprising that she welcomed what Mead had to 
say about the malleability of men’s and women’s behavior, for she herself 
was an example of a woman who had defied the conventional roles for 
women that the Edwardian society in which she had been raised had 
set out for her. 
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West began her review by citing Ruth Benedict’s argument in Patterns 
of Culture that human nature is more malleable than we commonly think. 
“Now there is another American anthropologist,” West continued, “who 
produces further evidence supporting this theory. It is even more startling 
than anything in Patterns of Culture because it concerns the differentiation 
in the characters of men and women which we are most apt to take as 
inherent in human structure.” 14 Welcoming Mead’s conclusions about the 
variability of women’s and men’s characters, West concluded with a dis- 
cussion of the implications of Mead’s theory for different specialists. Refer- 
ring to her own profession first, she mentioned its import for literary criti- 
cism and writers: “Writers of bad fiction,” she said, “take for granted 
that males and females have the sharply differentiated characteristics the 
pattern of our Western culture alleges.” While “the authors of the second 
[good fiction] see themselves as possessed of an infinite range of common 
qualities which the environment draws out differently at different times.” © 

West also suggested that Mead’s findings had important bearing on 
psychology and education, observing that “a great deal of psychiatric 
work is vitiated by the tendency to treat people who deviate from the role 
prescribed them by the pattern of their culture as if they were deviating 
from a norm established by nature.” Like West herself, the product of an 
unconventional upbringing in turn-of-the-century England, and an indi- 
vidual who had made choices about how to live her life that were not the 
norm for Edwardian women, she implored educationists to “read Miss 
Mead’s lucid and moving last chapter, in which she recounts the actual 
losses suffered by all members of communities which believe too credu- 
lously in their pattern and plead for a less arbitrary social fabric, one in 
which each diverse human gift will find a fitting place.” 16 

That West was asked to review Sex and Temperament and considered 
it to be an important intellectual contribution shows that the book was 
in step with the intellectual and social currents of the time. Whether in 
the fields of fiction or of science, people were challenging the traditional 
roles assigned to men and women, and ideas from one domain of activity 
bolstered and stimulated ideas in other domains.” It is not surprising that 
West wrote in praise of Mead’s findings about the social construction of 
male and female behavior. Both West and Mead represent modern twenti- 
eth-century women who challenged the limited traditional roles for 
women that Western society had ascribed to them through their work and 
the way they lived their lives.” 
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Anthropologists’ Reviews of Sex and Temperament 


Mead once commented that Sex and Temperament was her most misun- 
derstood book.'? This was so, she surmised, because unlike Rebecca 
West—who got Mead’s point about the malleability of male and female 
personalities and behavior—many readers thought that Mead was sug- 
gesting that there were no differences between men and women.” Other 
critics, especially anthropologists, thought her descriptions of the three 
societies she described—the Arapesh, the Mundugumor, and the Tcham- 
buli—could not be true. It was not possible, they thought, for Mead to 
have found within a fairly circumscribed radius of the Sepik River three 
societies that illustrated so neatly the three contrasting models of male/ 
female behavior she attributed to them. Among the Arapesh, both males 
and females exhibited what Mead described as “nurturing” behavior. In 
other words, Arapesh men as well as Arapesh women behaved in ways 
that Western society would describe as feminine. While among the Mun- 
dugumor, a belligerent and recently pacified society of warriors and for- 
mer headhunters, both women and men exhibited behavior that we would 
label as masculine: aggressive, boastful, nonnurturing; even Mundugu- 
mor mothers disliked babies and children. Finally, Mead characterized 
the dominant behavior of Tchambuli men and women as being exactly 
opposite that of Western men and women. In Tchambuli society the men 
liked to preen and dress up, painting their faces and adorning themselves 
with feathers, dog’s teeth, and shell finery. In contrast, Tchambuli women 
were the workers and the economic support of their families. While 
Tchambuli men stayed home with their children, Tchambuli women went 
off in their canoes to fish and trade at distant markets. 

Once again, in contrast to adulatory reviews of Sex and Temperament 
such as West’s in the popular press, Mead received negative reviews of 
her work from anthropologists. The review of Sex and Temperament that 
appeared in the American Anthropologist was written by a German an- 
thropologist, Richard Thurnwald, an “old New Guinea hand” who as a 
young man had worked in the same region of the Sepik as Mead and 
Fortune. Thurnwald, who was currently teaching at Yale along with Ed- 
ward Sapir, voiced similar reservations to those of other anthropologists 
who had reviewed her earlier books. He too dismissed what he referred 
to as Mead’s moralizing, although in more polite terms than either Lowie 
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or Hart, and observed that “the attempt to mingle anthropological re- 
search work with educational planning makes the book attractive for 
large groups of people, but may sometimes lead the student of anthropol- 
ogy astray.”*! He then questioned the accuracy of Mead’s data, the valid- 
ity of her interpretations, and her knowledge of the local languages. In 
particular, as Fortune and other anthropologists would do later, Thurn- 
wald questioned Mead’s conclusion that the Arapesh were a nonviolent, 
docile people. However, after what reads as a very damning review of her 
work, Thurnwald ends by saying, “After all these remarks, I do not want 
to leave this book without acknowledging its merits. It provides a store 
of information about women and sex, children and education. It offers a 
fascinating description of daily life and the psychology of human beings. 
... It is very well written and will recruit friends for anthropology.”” 

Thurnwald’s review reiterates several recurring themes regarding an- 
thropologists’ reactions to Mead’s books and her proficiency as an an- 
thropologist. On the one hand, there is the professional’s dislike of what 
they considered to be her moralizing and skepticism regarding her ability 
to produce sufficient accurate data when working for such a short period 
of time in any one particular society. On the other hand, the familiar 
recognition of how well Mead writes was coupled with anthropologists’ 
acknowledgment that her skill as a writer attracted readers and aroused 
the public’s interest in anthropology. Mead, displeased with Thurnwald’s 
review, wrote a lengthy response to his criticisms.” 


Sex and Temperament Seventy Years Later 


At the time Mead published her argument in Sex and Temperament that 
masculine and feminine behaviors are socially constructed and vary from 
society to society established her as one of a group of prominent social 
scientists and intellectuals who were outspoken in their opposition to a 
lingering nineteenth-century social Darwinism, the eugenics movement of 
the early twentieth century that it had spawned, and the racist ideologies 
that European fascisms were beginning to propagate during the 1930s. 
Feminist-minded intellectuals such as Rebecca West and, thirty years later, 
feminist leader Betty Friedan, praised Mead’s conclusions. 

In The Feminine Mystique, Friedan wrote that Mead was to be com- 
mended for her insights into the malleability of women’s and men’s roles. 
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Citing an oft-quoted statement in the book, in which Mead wrote that 
“we may say that many, if not all, of the personality traits which we have 
called masculine or feminine are as lightly linked to sex as are the clothing, 
the manners, and the form of headdress that a society at a given period 
assigns to either sex,” Friedan said that Mead’s conclusions helped to 
strike a blow against biological determinists’ theories of innate differences 
between men and women.” 

Just as Coming of Age in Samoa came to represent Mead’s stance as a 
cultural determinist and advocate of sexual freedom among adolescents, 
Sex and Temperament came to represent Mead’s contribution to feminist 
scholarship and female equality with men. As we have seen, beginning 
in the mid-1970s feminist anthropologists started to cite Mead’s work, 
especially Coming of Age in Samoa and Sex and Temperament, as im- 
portant contributions to the anthropological study of women and our 
understanding of the social construction of gender roles.” More recently, 
feminist anthropologist Kamala Visweswaran has also written admiringly 
of Mead’s work, especially of Sex and Temperament, seeing it as an 
important contribution to a feminist perspective in the social sciences 
and as exemplary of the genre of feminist ethnography. Visweswaran 
cites the same statement about masculine and feminine personality 
traits as Friedan, bolstering its status as a foundational statement about 
gender identity.” 


“The Triangular Situation”: 
Mead, Fortune, and Bateson in New Guinea 


While Mead and Fortune were in New Guinea conducting the research 
that Mead would analyze in Sex and Temperament, they met Gregory 
Bateson, who was doing ethnographic research in Tambunum village on 
the Sepik River. While visiting Bateson in the field, Mead wrote in Black- 
berry Winter, the two of them began to fall in love.” At a time when the 
separation between private and public life was clearly delineated, even if 
the resident Australian colonials in New Guinea or colleagues who saw 
the three of them when they arrived in Sydney suspected Mead and Bate- 
son’s mutual attraction, no comment about the “triangular situation” 
would have been made in public. 
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Two generations later, however, this incident—and speculation about 
it—has piqued the curiosity of scholars and laymen alike and even 
spawned two films that reference it—a dramatization of a scene with the 
three anthropologists on the Sepik in the documentary Margaret Mead: 
An Observer Observed and a feature film, In a Savage Land, by Austra- 
lian director Bill Bennett.** The scene in An Observer Observed, while 
conveying information about Mead and anthropology, is also filled with 
amorous innuendos as the actors playing Mead and Bateson gaze mean- 
ingfully into each other’s eyes, a palpable unspoken emotional connection 
established between them. 

Although In a Savage Land is also about anthropologists and similarly 
set in New Guinea during the 1930s, it takes place in the more eroticized 
Trobriand Islands, a place well known to many westerners from Bronis- 
law Malinowski’s ethnography of the islanders, The Sexual Life of Sav- 
ages.” Although the film’s location is different, the parallel between the 
actual ménage à trois of Mead, Fortune, and Bateson reverberates in In 
a Savage Land, as the story also focuses on the emotional life of a female 
anthropologist and her romantic involvement with two men, one of 
whom is her husband. Thus, both films play upon the sexual tension ig- 
nited by the different personalities of the anthropologists and subtly, or 
not so subtly, perpetuate the stereotype of anthropologists as either fix- 
ated on the study of sex or on performing it. 

Building on this and other permutations of Mead’s “triangular situa- 
tion,” feminist scholars and anthropologists have given us a new image 
of Mead as anthropologist, one that stresses the dialogical nature of her 
research and writing; of the importance, that is, of the conversations 
Mead had with colleagues, lovers, and friends to her intellectual work.*° 
For example, drawing upon archival material, especially Mead’s cor- 
respondence, historian Lois Banner and psychologist Hilary Lapsley 
present the image of Mead as a young woman who was questioning 
her own sexual identity and whose research, especially her research on 
the three Sepik cultures in New Guinea, was motivated in part by a per- 
sonal quest to understand the nature of her own identity.*! More substan- 
tively, they also highlight the social nature of the production of knowledge 
by foregrounding the intimate physical, emotional, and intellectual rela- 
tionship between Mead and Benedict. Banner, for instance, argues that 
Mead wrote much of Sex and Temperament in response to Benedict’s 
Patterns of Culture. She suggests that throughout Sex and Temperament 
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Mead articulated points of view and conclusions about the nature of 
sexuality that were at variance with statements Benedict had made in 
Patterns of Culture. 

Anthropologist Paul Roscoe, in contrast, has recently suggested that 
Mead was unduly influenced by Benedict’s Patterns of Culture, to the 
extent that she mischaracterized Arapesh culture and either ignored or 
downplayed data that did not conform to the cultural pattern she was 
invested in seeing.” Agreeing with Fortune, who first challenged Mead’s 
interpretation of the Arapesh as nonaggressive and not practicing war- 
fare, Roscoe and other anthropologists who have also worked among the 
Arapesh present data that challenges Mead’s interpretation of Arapesh 
men’s character as nonaggressive and maternal. 

In many ways Roscoe’s 2003 critique of Mead’s interpretation of the 
Arapesh is more damning than Derek Freeman’s earlier refutation of 
Mead’s Samoan data because it presents a more carefully argued and less 
polemical critique. Yet with the exception of a flurry of attention in New 
Zealand when Roscoe’s article first appeared, the media has hardly picked 
up on the challenge. The interest in New Zealand in Roscoe’s article no 
doubt was due to the fact that Fortune was a New Zealander. Roscoe’s 
argument not only vindicates Fortune’s interpretation of the Arapesh but 
also promotes Kiwi pride at the expense of Mead, the Yankee. 

Roscoe’s article may have received little attention from American media 
because it was the second time, rather than the first, that Mead’s work 
had been challenged. From the standpoint of the media, Mead, already 
dead for twenty-five years when Roscoe published his article, was of far 
less importance to American society than she was when Freeman’s book 
appeared just five years after her death. And finally, it may be that Roscoe 
was challenging her interpretation of her data, not the validity of the data 
itself. He praises Mead for the quality and quantity of her Arapesh data, 
and he also attributes her with giving anthropology the first detailed de- 
scription of the Big Man as a political type, a concept that became central 
to political anthropology.” 

Roscoe is not the only anthropologist to have challenged aspects of 
Mead’s research in the Sepik. Deborah Gewertz has criticized her conclu- 
sions about the Tchambuli (Chambri) based on her own research with 
the Chambri beginning in the 1970s. While she takes exception to Mead’s 
overly westernized image of the Chambri as individualistic, she too has 
admiration for Mead as an ethnographer.” Similarly, Nancy McDowell, 
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who painstakingly combed through Mead’s notes on the Mundugumor 
in order to reconstruct an ethnography based on her 1930s notes, also 
has admiration for the detail and thoroughness of Mead’s fieldwork.*” 
These anthropologists, all of whom have worked in the same societies as 
Mead, often question aspects of her interpretation of her data, but find 
the data itself to be rich in detail. They present a contradictory image of 
Mead as an anthropologist. She is a flawed interpreter of data, often read- 
ing more into it than the facts allow, but nonetheless she is an excellent 
fieldworker and observer of human behavior. 

As with Coming of Age in Samoa, in recent years anthropologists and 
historians have returned to Sex and Temperament, either to challenge 
aspects of Mead’s interpretation of her ethnographic data or to look in 
more detail at the intellectual and social forces that contributed to Mead’s 
argument about sex and gender. For example, in her introduction to the 
2001 centennial edition of Sex and Temperament, biological anthropolo- 
gist Helen Fisher writes admiringly of Mead’s research goals and compar- 
ative methods, placing the book and its theoretical perspective within its 
historical milieu—the eve of World War II and the rise of Hitler and Ger- 
man fascism. Fisher notes, however, that Mead might amend what she 
had to say in Sex and Temperament if she knew what scientists now know 
about the role of the mind as a third factor that interacts with human 
biology and culture to shape human behavior.’ 

Today within anthropology, although the responses to her conclusions 
in Sex and Temperament are ambivalent, criticisms of her interpretations 
of her data are tempered by admiration for the quality and quantity of 
data she collected. And among area specialists, the extensiveness of her 
fieldwork and the detail of her raw data still draw admiration.” 


Images of Mead as Anthropologist 


In less than ten years—between 1928 and 1935—Mead had conducted 
fieldwork in five different Pacific Island societies and had written three 
widely acclaimed books about them, along with numerous articles in 
popular magazines and journals, a feat that few other anthropolog- 
ists have matched.” With the publication of Sex and Temperament in 
Three Primitive Tribes in 1935, Mead’s popular reputation as an anthro- 
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pologist who was an expert on primitive peoples and their psychology 
was firmly established. 

In the media and the public’s mind Mead had come to represent a set 
of ideas about anthropologists and the practice of anthropology. By 1935, 
both in the United States and abroad, anthropology was still a profession 
that employed relatively few individuals, either within or outside of acade- 
mia. Yet the publicity that Mead’s books (as well as the work of Malinow- 
ski, Boas, Benedict, and others) had generated meant that most educated 
Americans had heard of anthropologists, even if they were not entirely 
sure of what they did. In this regard, Mead came to epitomize the anthro- 
pologist as fieldworker, for not only had she studied a large number of 
primitive societies in the South Seas, she had also studied peoples who 
fit both popular stereotypes of primitives: that of the Noble Savage (the 
sensuous and seemingly carefree Samoans) and the Savage Barbarian (the 
Manus Islanders and the three Sepik groups described in Sex and Temper- 
ament, some of whom formerly had been headhunters). Mead as an an- 
thropologist came to represent Western civilization’s knowledge of and 
dominance over the non-Western peoples anthropologists studied. The 
new inflection Mead gave to this stereotypical image of the anthropologist 
was that she studied the lives of women and children. 

Another image of Mead as anthropologist was that she studied the sex 
lives of primitive people. On the one hand, as poet Howard Mumford 
Jones expressed in “The Anthropologist,” to some individuals this focus 
on the study of sex led to an image of Mead as prurient and voyeuristic. 
On the other hand, Mead’s study of adolescent girls and their sexual prac- 
tices aligned her with the development of the scientific study of sexuality 
that had begun with the work of Freud and other sexologists. The public 
associated Mead with those progressive scientists, scholars, intellectuals, 
and social reformers interested in the fields of psychology, psychiatry, and 
psychoanalysis whose ideas about the centrality of sexuality to human 
behavior and human fulfillment were gradually reforming American 
society’s sexual mores and practices.*! Thus, another image of Mead is 
that of a modernist, both with regard to her own sexual behavior and in 
terms of her theoretical conclusions about the varied nature of men’s and 
women’s sexual relationships, erotic desire, and the cultural patterning of 
gendered behavior. 

According to Mead, the study of adolescence in Samoa led her realize 
that in order to understand the effect of culture on the development of 
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personality she first needed to study children and childhood.” This deci- 
sion reflected the influence of Freud and psychoanalytic theory on her 
desire to understand how culture shaped adult personality. It also aligned 
her with a growing number of American social scientists and educators 
who were engaged in the study of childhood and child development, an- 
other relatively new field of research being supported by the Rockefeller 
Foundation under the guidance of Lawrence Frank.* Frank, who became 
a personal friend and mentor to Mead, helped shape the field of child 
development in America, and in doing so, influenced Mead’s involvement 
in it. Mead’s research on children and child rearing in New Guinea, pub- 
lished in both Growing Up in New Guinea and Sex and Temperament in 
Three Primitive Societies, contributed to her image as an expert on the 
study of child development, parenting, and the family. 

This image of Mead developed at a time when twentieth-century Ameri- 
can parents were becoming more and more dependent upon the advice of 
experts for information about how to bring up their children. Raised by a 
mother who had instructed her to record her observations of her younger 
siblings’ development, Mead was eager to formalize her study of child 
development by learning from other researchers interested in the scientific 
study of child development.“ 

Mead first met her friend and colleague Benjamin Spock at a meeting 
of the New York Psychoanalytic Association, as they both shared a profes- 
sional interest in psychoanalytic theory. During the 1930s, Mead was a 
key figure in the development of the subdiscipline of anthropology known 
as culture and personality, a field of inquiry that sought to integrate psy- 
choanalytic theories of the individual with anthropology, thus expanding 
the scope of psychoanalytic theory beyond its culture-bound sphere of 
Western societies. As historian Warren Sussman has demonstrated, the 
idea of personality—as a phenomena of investigation, a personal attri- 
bute, and as a focus of research and potential disorder—was very much 
a twentieth-century development.* 

Along with Edward Sapir, Ruth Benedict, Ralph Linton, and other an- 
thropologists in the New York area and psychoanalysts and psychologists 
such Abram Kardiner, Harry Stack Sullivan, Karen Horney, and Erik Erik- 
son, Mead participated in seminars and research projects that sought to 
integrate traditional Freudian psychoanalytic theory about individual per- 
sonality with anthropological theory about culture. Practitioners of this 
neo-Freudian perspective sought to understand the role that culture 
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played in the shaping of individual personality and national character, 
as well as the dominant types of personalities associated with particular 
countries or cultures.“ Mead’s interest in psychoanalysis, psychology, and 
psychiatry led to her lifelong professional association with individuals 
such as Erik Erikson and Karl Menninger, major contributors to theoreti- 
cal and practical developments in the fields of psychoanalysis and psychia- 
try.” It also led to her involvement with the creation of the National and 
World Federations for Mental Health and her participation in organiza- 
tions such as the Menninger Foundation, the Department of Psychiatry 
at the University of Cincinnati’s School of Medicine, the Merrill-Palmer 
Institute in Detroit, and the Society of Orthopsychiatry. 

Another image of Mead that circulated within the social sciences was 
that of Mead the neo-Freudian and proponent of culture and personality, 
the subfield of anthropology mentioned above. In its positive valence, this 
image of Mead credits her with contributing to the foundation of what 
today is known as the field of psychological anthropology. However, 
when later in her career Mead defended fellow anthropologist Geoffrey 
Gorer’s argument about the influence of swaddling Russian infants on 
their later adult personality, Mead also became labeled derisively as an 
adherent of the “diaperology” school of anthropology.® 

The development of these areas of inquiry with which Mead was associ- 
ated represent the growing importance of the social sciences in American 
intellectual, political, and cultural life during the twentieth century. The 
public’s enthusiastic response to Mead also reflects the increasingly pow- 
erful role that experts were coming to play in advising Americans how to 
live their lives. Their response also mirrors the growth of anthropology 
from an esoteric field that focused solely on the study of remote, exotic 
people and their customs to a social science that engaged in dialogues 
with many other disciplines and that addressed issues of contemporary 
concern to Americans. 

This transformation in the popular understanding of anthropology 
occurred in part because Mead wrote and spoke in a style that the gener- 
al public could understand and appreciate. As a result, the media and 
the public came to see Mead—and anthropologists in general—not simply 
as adventurers who went off to study the esoteric sexual habits of indige- 
nous peoples, but more broadly as scientists and experts in the study of 
human behavior. Nonetheless, as we have seen by the media’s representa- 
tions of Mead and her work, these two images of the anthropologist— 
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adventurer and purveyor of the exotic and esoteric versus human behav- 
ior expert—have remained juxtaposed against each other in the public’s 
mind, as represented in popular culture. In the next chapter we will take 
a closer look at the contributions of the images of Mead to the develop- 
ment of the popular image of the anthropologist. In doing so we will gain 
further insight into the meanings the “primitive” assumed in twentieth- 
century American society and the role anthropology played in shaping 
the modern American identity, an identity defined in contrast to the image 
of the primitive. 


CHAPTER 6 


= 
Mead and the Image of the Anthropologist 





The development of the fieldworker’s image in America, from 
Frank Hamilton Cushing (an oddball) to Margaret Mead (a national 
figure) is significant . . . a particular form of ethnographic authority 

was created—an authority both scientifically validated and 
based on a unique personal experience. 
—James Clifford, “On Ethnographic Authority”! 


A. we have seen, the media’s responses to Mead’s South Pacific 
books illustrate that from the beginning of her career there was a powerful 
confluence between its interest in her as an exceptional young woman and 
the American public’s fascination with her study of exotic “primitive” 
peoples. These two interests intersected to create a stereotype of Mead as 
anthropologist, a stereotype based on the popular image of the anthropol- 
ogist as an authority on the cultures of indigenous peoples, especially their 
sex lives.’ Taken together, the topics of sexuality and the study of exotic 
“primitives” provided her with an avid audience. While Mead’s increas- 
ing fame had much to do with the burgeoning influence of mass media, 
it was also dependent upon her choice of career, her decisions to go to 
Samoa and New Guinea, and the American public’s curiosity about the 
so-called primitive Other. In this chapter our focus shifts from Mead as 
anthropologist to a consideration of her contribution to media representa- 
tions of the anthropologist in general. 


Other Famous Anthropologists 


Although a handful of other anthropologists have achieved some degree 
of fame and recognition, none has ever achieved the same popular recog- 
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nition worldwide as Mead. Limiting our scope to American anthropolo- 
gists, the first anthropologist to catch the American public’s attention was, 
as James Clifford notes, the flamboyant Frank Hamilton Cushing. At the 
turn of the nineteenth century Cushing’s lively stories about the five years 
he spent living among the Zuni Indians captivated readers of Century and 
other popular magazines.? A member of the Bureau of Ethnology’s first 
official expedition to the Southwest, Cushing’s eccentric behavior, which 
included posing for an audience dressed in Zuni ritual attire, contributed 
to the stereotype of anthropologists as nonconformists and led Clifford 
to characterize him as “an odd ball.” 

By far the most influential anthropologist in twentieth-century America 
was Mead’s mentor, Franz Boas. More than sixty years after his death, 
scholars and authors interested in the intellectual and cultural history of 
race and the study of human behavior are still analyzing his legacy.* 
Throughout his lengthy career Boas constantly wrote newspaper editori- 
als and engaged in public debates about issues of race, intelligence, eugen- 
ics, and cultural versus biological determinism. As a public figure, Boas’s 
renown reached its apex in 1936 when his picture appeared on the cover 
of Time magazine, “a national hero” for his stance against eugenics and 
scientific racism at a time when the specter of Hitler’s racial policies were 
beginning to haunt Europe.’ But despite his role as a public intellectual 
and his media exposure, Boas’s name was never as well known by the 
general American public as Mead’s. This is in large part because the 
fieldwork he undertook among the Eskimos of Baffin Island and North- 
west Coast Indians as well as his books for the general public never caught 
the public’s imagination in the same way as Mead’s.° 

Likewise, although Boas’s male students such as Robert Lowie, Alexan- 
der Goldenweiser, Edward Sapir, and Alfred Kroeber also wrote for the 
general public and used their anthropological insights to engage in discus- 
sions of contemporary social issues, they too never achieved the public 
acclaim or national visibility that Mead did.” During the 1920s, several 
of these anthropologists contributed to debates about the nature of civili- 
zation and the notion of culture. In 1922, anthropologists Robert Lowie 
and Elsie Clews Parsons, along with other prominent intellectuals such 
as H. L. Mencken, Lewis Mumford, and Van Wyck Brooks, contributed 
to a volume titled Civilization in the United States: An Inquiry by Thirty 
Americans, whose purpose was to “work towards the advance of intellec- 
tual life in America.”® 


The Image of the Anthropologist 153 


Of all these individuals, Kroeber’s name is probably the most recogniz- 
able today. Having founded the Department of Anthropology at Berkeley 
in 1901, he achieved a degree of notoriety during his lifetime and after for 
his relationship with Ishi, the last member of a northern California tribe.’ 
Because of the interest subsequent generations of Americans, especially in 
California, have had in Ishi’s unfortunate demise after Kroeber befriended 
him, Kroeber’s public image today is an ambivalent one, symbolizing to 
some the disappearance of Native American cultures in general." 

Although Mead was married to three anthropologists, none of them 
ever achieved the same degree of public renown as Mead. Luther Cress- 
man received a limited amount of recognition for his work on the archae- 
ology of the American West."! And although Fortune wrote several books 
based on his ethnographic research in New Guinea, with and without 
Mead, since he did not pitch his work toward a popular audience he never 
achieved popular acclaim.” 

Gregory Bateson did become something of a celebrity in his own right, 
but only after he had divorced Mead and moved to California. Although 
his first book, Naven, an ethnography of the Iatmul people of the Middle 
Sepik region of New Guinea, has achieved the status of a classic in anthro- 
pology, Bateson’s fame was the result of his being “discovered” in the late 
1960s and 70s by Jerry Brown, governor of California, and Steward 
Brand, counterculture publisher of the Whole Earth Catalogue.’ Brown 
and Brand valued Bateson’s unconventional but insightful thinking about 
the paradoxes of human behavior as well as his intellectual forays into 
the newly emerging field of cybernetics. They saw in Bateson a bold and 
provocative mind and a mentor well suited for the rebellious thinkers of 
the counterculture. Governor Brown appointed Bateson, who at the time 
was affiliated with the University of California at Santa Cruz, as a regent 
of the University of California. A product of a very specific moment in 
American culture, Bateson’s fame never garnered the same broad public 
appeal as Mead’s and was mostly limited to college campuses across 
America and the West Coast." 

What about other famous female anthropologists? Margaret Mead was 
neither the first nor the only female anthropologist to gain public recog- 
nition in the United States. Both here and abroad, anthropology has 
had a lengthy history of colorful and strong female practitioners. Long 
before Mead sailed for Samoa, when anthropology was still in its infancy 
in nineteenth-century America and was associated primarily with the 
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study of Native Americans, there were women engaged in ethnographic 
research whose work caught the attention of the media. One of them, 
Alice Fletcher, was an independent scholar who wrote popular articles 
about life among the Omaha Indians for Century Magazine, as well as 
scientific papers. By 1890, Fletcher was a famous woman, honored for 
both her philanthropic and scientific work.’ When an endowed chair 
was established for her at Harvard University in 1891, eight hundred 
people came to shake her hand at a reception given in her honor in Wash- 
ington, DC." 

In contrast to Fletcher, there was Matilda Stevenson, who, along with 
her husband Colonel James Stevenson and the flamboyant Frank Hamil- 
ton Cushing, worked among the Zuni in 1891. She and her husband titil- 
lated Washington society in 1885 when they brought a Zuni “princess” 
named We’wha back east to live with them for six months; We’wha later 
was discovered to be a man.” A year later, Stevenson made the pages of 
the Illustrated Police News with the headline, “Cowed by a Woman. A 
Craven Red Devil Weakens in the Face of a Resolute Heroine. Exciting 
Adventure in an Indian Village in Arizona.” Ignoring warnings that they 
were forbidden to enter the sacred inner sanctum of a Hopi kiva, the 
Stevensons had found themselves held captive by angry Hopi men, 
particularly incensed that a woman had entered their kiva. The article 
included an artist’s sketch of a fearless Matilda Stevenson brandishing 
her umbrella at a disgruntled Indian while its headline utilized the familiar 
tropes of adventure, danger, and conflict with primitive heathens that the 
public associated with anthropologists and, as its piéce de résistance, the 
resolute heroine." 

Closer in age to Mead, but still a generation older, was Elsie Clews 
Parsons; Mead knew Parsons because of her association with the Depart- 
ment of Anthropology at Columbia University. Parsons had begun her 
career as a sociologist and feminist, teaching sociology at Barnard Col- 
lege, but later transformed herself into an ethnographer and folklorist via 
her friendship with Franz Boas and his students and her enthusiasm for 
fieldwork among Pueblo Indians in the Southwest.” From a wealthy fam- 
ily, Parsons had established her reputation among the New York City 
intelligentsia and Greenwich Village bohemians as a writer, social critic, 
and progressive, even radical, thinker whose work captured the attention 
and admiration of fellow social critics H. L. Mencken and Walter Lipp- 
mann.” As a member of Heterodoxy, a group of feminist women who 
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gathered regularly in Greenwich Village to discuss political and social 
issues of concern to women, Parsons participated in the bohemian culture 
of New York City that thrived during the early years of the twentieth 
century and was an important precursor and exemplar for Mead of the 
female social scientist as public intellectual.” 

As a result of World War I, feminism, and Boas’s respect for women— 
as well as Parsons’s support for their fieldwork—during the 1920s and 
30s many of Mead’s fellow graduate students at Columbia were women.” 
In addition to Mead’s mentor, Ruth Benedict, they included Ruth Bunzel, 
Ruth Landes, Gladys Reichard, Esther Goldfrank, Gene Weltfish, and 
Zora Neale Hurston. Like Benedict and Parsons, Bunzel, Reichard, Gold- 
frank, and Weltfish all did fieldwork in the Southwest.” After her initial 
fieldwork among the Ojibwa, Landes conducted fieldwork in Brazil, and 
Hurston, in addition to the work she initially carried out in the rural 
south, also did fieldwork in Haiti and Jamaica.” Of all these women, 
Zora Neale Hurston has become the best known, but less as an anthropol- 
ogist than as a writer. During her lifetime, Hurston was relatively un- 
known to the American public; she was only discovered well after her 
death when writer Alice Walker rescued her work and her reputation 
from obscurity.” 

Unlike Hurston, whose work remained unknown by much of the public 
during her lifetime, Ruth Benedict’s work did receive public acclaim while 
she was still alive. And even though she had a hearing impediment that 
made public appearances difficult for her, Benedict eventually became a 
public figure as well. Although Mead’s fame from the publication of Com- 
ing of Age in Samoa preceded Benedict’s, when Benedict published Pat- 
terns of Culture in 1934 it too became a best seller. Patterns of Culture 
not only established Benedict’s reputation for writing accessible prose, it 
also contributed to a paradigm shift in American thought that had been 
initiated by Boas and his students: the idea that culture played a greater 
role in shaping human behavior than did biology. Patterns of Culture 
remains the best-selling anthropological book ever, with more than two 
million copies having been published in more than two dozen languages.” 

With the publication twelve years later of The Chrysanthemum and the 
Sword, her study of Japanese culture written during World War II, Bene- 
dict again came to the public’s attention. Her book played a role in Presi- 
dent Harry S. Truman’s treatment the Japanese emperor.” Another area 
in which Benedict made important contributions as a popular writer was 
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the subject of race. At the time of her death at sixty-one she had a national 
reputation as a public intellectual, social scientist, and scholar.” 

If Mead was not the only female anthropologist doing fieldwork in 
exotic cultures during the 1920s and 30s, why did she become more fa- 
mous than these other women? In contrast to Parsons and Benedict, who 
by the time they set off to do fieldwork were mature women, Mead’s 
youthfulness and flapperesque physique captured the media’s attention. 
And by the time they and Mead’s cohort of female graduate students did 
their research among the Pueblo Indians, the advent of the transcontinen- 
tal railroad had long made trips to the Southwest relatively accessible to 
the general public, thus reducing the “exoticness” factor of these research 
locations. In contrast, Samoa and New Guinea were still remote and 
highly exotic locales for much of the general public. 

Additionally, despite the impact of the Harlem Renaissance and the 
newfound interest of the urban white bourgeoisie in jazz and other facets 
of Negro culture, the fact that Zora Neale Hurston was African American 
worked against her achieving greater acclaim during her lifetime. In 1920s 
America, race was still an issue that kept an individual out of the main- 
stream press, and because Hurston’s work portrayed rural backwoods 
Negroes and their culture, even her fellow African American writers deni- 
grated her work, feeling that it perpetuated the very stereotypes of black 
Americans they were trying to undermine through their own work. 

There was also Hortense Powdermaker, an American trained by 
Malinowski at the London School of Economics, who returned to 
teach in the United States after having done fieldwork in New Guinea. 
Powdermaker provides another interesting comparison with Mead. Close 
in age to Mead, she too had gone to an exotic location for her initial 
fieldwork, living on the small island of Lesu in the Territory of New 
Guinea. However, Powdermaker’s first book, Life in Lesu, was a tradi- 
tional structural-functionalist ethnography and did not gain a wide pub- 
lic audience. Although Powdermaker’s subsequent work, especially 
Hollywood the Dream Factory, an ethnography of Hollywood she pub- 
lished in the 1950s, received more popular acclaim, by then Mead was 
already firmly established as the most famous woman anthropologist in 
the country.” 

Examining the careers of these other female anthropologists, we see 
that while Mead was not unique in what she did, she displayed a unique 
and timely combination of traits: youthfulness, fieldwork in exotic loca- 
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tions, tantalizing topics of research, a felicitous writing style, and an ease 
in talking to journalists and the public. These five elements combined to 
make her a more alluring figure to the media and the American public 
than other female (or male) anthropologists. 


Popular Images of the Anthropologist 


While anthropologists were working hard to establish themselves as sober 
scientific researchers, how did the wider public come to view them? Per- 
haps the most frequent image of the anthropologist that circulated in the 
popular media during the twentieth century is the anthropologist as ex- 
plorer. Hence the ubiquitous figure of the anthropologist—whether male 
or female—dressed in khaki wearing a pith helmet, looking much like a 
colonial district officer at the height of European empire. In this role the 
image of the anthropologist is often interchangeable with that of the mis- 
sionary, explorer, or colonial officer, an elision seen frequently in car- 
toons.” When I requested images of anthropologists from the New Yorker 
magazine’s cartoon bank, the selection of thirty-five cartoons they sent 
me from the period 1933 to 1996 included more cartoons about mission- 
aries and explorers than those explicitly about anthropologists. In addi- 
tion to cartoons that focused specifically on these three colonial stereo- 
types, the selection also included several that focused solely on exotic 
“natives”—black, naked, or scantily dressed individuals living in the jun- 
gle. These cartoons often depicted the natives in association with some 
sort of tribal “witch doctor.” The inclusion of cartoons depicting natives, 
missionaries, and explorers in a selection that was to focus on anthropolo- 
gists gives us some insight into cartoonists’, and the cartoon bank re- 
searcher’s, interpretation of anthropologists: they were associated with 
“primitive” people and their pagan religious practices, colonial explora- 
tion, and missionization.*! 

Most of the cartoons featured men—whether explorer, missionary, or 
“witch doctor”—as indeed in real life these individuals tended to be 
male. However, as the two New Yorker cartoons illustrate, in American 
cartoonists’ imaginations the specific image of an anthropologist is 
often female. This fact, I think, attests to the prominent role Margaret 
Mead had assumed by the late 1930s in American popular culture, a 


158 Chapter 6 





‘Tm already seeing an anthropologist. a 


Figure 6.1 Even as late as the 1990s Mead remained a stereotype of the female 
anthropologist, as seen in this 1992 New Yorker cartoon. (© The New Yorker 
Collection 1992 Victoria Roberts from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved) 


role that indicated the (middle class, educated) public’s consciousness of 
her as “an anthropologist,” even if they did not always know exactly 
what an anthropologist was.’ While the allusion to Mead is oblique in 
the first cartoon (only the spectacles and short dark hair signal the figure 
as evocative of Mead), certainly the emphasis on sexuality fits squarely 
into the stereotype of a female anthropologist such as Mead being a “sex- 
ual adventuress.” It also plays upon other stereotypes prevalent in our 
society: that female scientists are unattractive (the female version of 
the scientist as nerd), that female anthropologists might therefore be 
interested in studying “the natives” so that she could get a date, as that 
is something that she might otherwise have had difficulty doing in her 
own society.’ 
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“Young men, you've now reached the age when it 1s essential that you 
know the rites and rituals, the customs and taboos of our island, Rather 
than go into them in detail, however, Im simply going to present each 


of you with a copy of this excellent book by Margaret Meaa.” 


Figure 6.2 This cartoon about male initiation in New Guinea was an allusion 
to Mead’s best-selling book Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies, 
1956. (© The New Yorker Collection 1956 Alain from cartoonbank.com. All 
Rights Reserved) 


The second cartoon explicitly refers to Mead. Inside what is probab- 
ly meant to be a New Guinea men’s spirit house (haus tambaran), such 
as Mead wrote about in Sex and Temperament and Male and Female, a 
tribal elder stands next to a stack of books and addresses the group 
of youths assembled in front of him. The cultural knowledge necessary 
to appreciate the humor in this cartoon includes recognition of Mead 
and her occupation as an anthropologist as well as knowledge of what 
she has written about (male initiation rituals among tribal societies in 
New Guinea in her books Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive 
Societies and Male and Female). Unlike the first cartoon that satirized 
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female anthropologists, this joke is subtler. It presumes that American 
readers will enjoy the incongruous idea that tribal elders might prefer 
to bypass performing their own rituals and simply teach their youth 
their customs by providing them with a book about them written by an 
anthropologist. 

Finally, recall the cartoon from Esquire magazine seen in chapter 3 that 
showed a young white woman at a tea party seated holding a teacup in her 
hand, while completely naked. Seated across from her dressed in formal 
afternoon attire was an elderly grand dame, also holding a teacup. In 
response to the look of surprise on the older woman’s face the naked 
woman offered the explanation, “But I came of age in Samoa.” The car- 
toon works on the assumption that many of Esquire’s middle-class Ameri- 
can readers may have read Coming of Age in Samoa in college, or were 
at least familiar with its title and subject matter. 


The Anthropologist as Hero(ine) 


Cartoons like these have given rise to stereotypes of anthropologists in 
popular culture, but the popular media has not been the only source to 
celebrate the figure of the anthropologist as adventurer and hero. The 
literary critic Susan Sontag wrote an essay about the French anthropolo- 
gist Claude Lévi-Strauss titled “The Anthropologist as Hero.” The piece 
was about Lévi-Strauss’s compelling memoir Tristes tropiques, in which 
he reflects upon his experience during the 1930s conducting research 
among tribes in the interior of Brazil.” Sontag’s reflection on the pro- 
foundly existential as well as intensely physical nature of Lévi-Strauss’s 
ethnographic endeavor now reads as an elegy to the traditional enterprise 
of anthropological fieldwork as it was once practiced. While Mead had 
noted the suitability of anthropology as a career for women, Sontag ob- 
served that anthropology was “one of the rare intellectual vocations that 
do not demand a sacrifice of one’s manhood,” since “the attributes of 
courage, love of adventure, and physical hardiness—as well as brains— 
are all called upon.”* 

Here lies the common ground between the popular press’s interest in 
an anthropological expedition as high adventure and the literal meaning 
of Sontag’s anthropologist as hero. Fieldwork in exotic places, especially 
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in the late nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries, entailed the 
same kinds of physical hardships, grueling forms of travel, risks of disease 
and injury that adventurers and explorers encountered. In the general 
reader’s mind the distinction between traveler/explorer and anthropolo- 
gist was often blurred. And, as we have seen in the media’s coverage of 
Mead, in pandering to their readers’ interests the media often accentuated 
the image of anthropological fieldwork as adventure. 

However, beyond the physical heroics, Sontag identifies a heroic philo- 
sophical and psychological transformation that the anthropologist 
experiences in doing fieldwork. Thus, “the field,” she says, “where 
every ethnological career begins, is the mother and nursemaid of doubt, 
the philosophical attitude par excellence.” As Sontag observes, “To be an 
anthropologist is thus to adopt a very ingenious stance vis-à-vis one’s 
own doubts, one’s own intellectual uncertainties.” Doubt, skepticism, 
and the willingness to have one’s certainties about how the world oper- 
ates turned upside down, these are the necessary attitudes an anthro- 
pologist takes into the field. This second meaning most interests and im- 
presses Sontag.” 

Anthropology as practiced by someone like Lévi-Strauss, she says, is “a 
total occupation, one involving a spiritual commitment like that of the 
creative artist or the adventurer or the psychoanalyst.”*” Moreover, it 
is one of a number of modern activities that seek knowledge of the 
Self through an understanding of its Other. In the case of Europe and 
the United States, the Other is looked for in the exotic—in Asia, in the 
Middle East, and among preliterate peoples in the Americas and be- 
yond. Sontag identifies anthropology as a quintessentially modernist 
endeavor because of its practitioners’ search for alternatives to the alien- 
ation they experience in the modern world. The anthropologist is thus “a 
man [sic] in control of, and even consciously exploiting, his own intellec- 
tual alienation.” As such, the anthropologist in the field becomes “the 
very model of the twentieth century consciousness: a ‘critic at home’ but 
a ‘conformist elsewhere.’ ” That is, while not hesitating to criticize the 
way things are “at home,” by contrast, in order to learn the rules of how 
things are done elsewhere, the anthropologist has to learn to be a con- 
formist in another culture.’ 

For Sontag then, the heroic action of the anthropologist is his (or her) 
willingness to totally submit himself to the experience of living in a com- 
pletely strange and exotic world in order to comprehend more fully 
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through the dépaysement, or removal, from the familiar and secure world 
of home what is valuable and mutable in that world. To do so according 
to Sontag is a noble, indeed heroic, endeavor. 

Relating Sontag’s lofty words about Lévi-Strauss and the anthropologi- 
cal endeavor to Margaret Mead, we have seen that in addition to the 
public’s enjoyment in reading about Mead’s adventures in Samoa as a 
“Samoan princess” or among the “cannibals of the South Seas,” a similar 
reason for people’s interest in her and her work has been the insights she 
revealed about ourselves and our own culture through her exploration of 
the “primitive” Other. 

While Tristes tropiques appealed to Sontag (she called it “one of the 
great books of our century”) and other intellectuals, Mead’s books ap- 
pealed to a broader readership—but for many of the same reasons: 
her reflections upon what we have to learn from less sophisticated cul- 
tures, her critique of Western civilization, and her identification of what 
we have lost at the expense of modernity’s technological sophistication. 
However, in contrast to Lévi-Strauss, who wrote from a philosophical 
stance of pessimism, Mead was ever the optimist. (This is also a contrast 
that explains many intellectuals’ attraction to Lévi-Strauss and their aver- 
sion to Mead.) Her unflagging optimism also helped endear her to her 
American audience. 


Anthropology, Modernism, and the “Savage Slot” 


By the end of the nineteenth century, anthropology came to fill a thematic 
and symbolic “savage slot” that had already been constituted by literature 
and the travel accounts of explorers and adventurers of previous centu- 
ries.’ As historian James Clifford reminds us, early twentieth-century an- 
thropologists sought to separate the science of anthropology from these 
other discourses through their emphasis on the professional practice of 
fieldwork. The intense process of extended fieldwork, modeled after the 
field research of the natural scientist, was meant to systematize and intro- 
duce scientific rigor into ethnographic practice, distancing it from the ac- 
counts of adventurers. Thus, anthropology today recognizes Bronislaw 
Malinowski, who spent two years in the Trobriand Islands between 1915 
and 1918, as a model of the anthropologist as field researcher. Although 
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Mead stayed in the field for much shorter periods of time than Malinow- 
ski, she is also recognized for her contributions to anthropological field- 
work because of the detailed observations she recorded.*! 

In Gone Primitive, literary scholar Marianna Torgovnick’s study of the 
meaning of “the primitive” in twentieth-century Western culture, Torgov- 
nick has chosen the ethnographer to symbolize the West’s relationship 
to non-Western indigenous peoples. Because ethnographers’ lives are so 
closely tied to indigenous societies (albeit only “for a narrow shaft of 
time”), Torgovnick suggests that they serve as a metaphor for modern- 
ism’s involvement and fascination with “the primitive.” Like Sontag, Tor- 
govnick also sees the West’s fascination with “the primitive” as largely a 
male project. One of the aims of male primitivism, Torgovnick says, was 
to critique and escape the confines of masculinity as the modern masculine 
role was defined in Western society.” 

But, she argues, modernist authors’ and artists’ fascination with “the 
primitive” was produced at the expense of the lives of indigenous people, 
and she criticizes this appropriation of the primitive Other for Western 
intellectuals’ personal ends. Thinking that modernist women perhaps 
were different in their treatment of the primitive Other, she compares 
Malinowski’s and Mead’s ethnographies in order to see if gender affected 
an ethnographer’s engagement with his/her non-Western subjects. For 
Torgovnick, Malinowski exhibits two common but paradoxical Western 
responses to “the primitive”: the primitive as erotically desirable and the 
primitive as physically repugnant. In contrast, as we saw earlier, Torgov- 
nick found Mead much more willing to engage physically with her indige- 
nous subjects. 

But ultimately, “Mead used the primitive for purposes of her own— 
research, fund-raising, fame, the advocacy of specific goals in the West. 
Her career testifies to and advances inexplicable, irrational connections 
often made covertly between gender, race, and versions of the primi- 
tive.”*? For Torgovnick, Mead exemplifies the stereotype of “the Evil Im- 
perialist Anthropologist” that anthropologist Micaela di Leonardo has 
identified as one of five contemporary images of anthropologists.” It is 
also the stereotype of the anthropologist most frequently found in circula- 
tion among scholars and academics who see the discipline’s interest in 
other cultures as motivated more by self-advancement than by any intrin- 
sic interest in or concern for these other cultures.* 
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Torgovnick offers a postmodernist critique of modernist ethnographers 
such as Mead that highlights anthropology’s role in shaping and perpetu- 
ating the Western fascination with the primitive Other.** However, as Son- 
tag’s essay and the New Yorker and Esquire cartoons demonstrate, intel- 
lectuals and the popular media have also played a powerful role in 
shaping and promoting the image of the anthropologist as purveyor of 
the exotic, the erotic, and the heroic. Nonetheless, as James Clifford’s 
comments about the anthropologist’s image reminds us, juxtaposed 
alongside this popular image of the anthropologist is another, that of an 
expert whose authority is scientifically validated. In the next chapter we 
will explore some of the origins and expressions of that image by looking 
at the image of Mead as scientist. 


CHAPTER 7 


= 


Mead as Scientist 





If I went to a scientific convention, and I spotted Margaret Mead, 
I'd go up and start interviewing her. Margaret Mead is positive 
feedback, a household name; she’s good copy; she’s a sure thing. 
—Science writer cited by Rae Goodell, 
The Visible Scientists (1975)' 


T. media and popular culture in America not only embraced 
Mead as an icon of the modern woman and of anthropology, they 
also promoted her as a scientist, in particular as a woman scientist. In 
1949, the Associated Press named Mead “Outstanding Woman of the 
Year in Science,” while in 1955 author Edna Yost included her in 
American Women of Science—the only social scientist among the twelve 
female scientists Yost profiled in her book.? More recently, at Walt Dis- 
ney’s Epcot Center in Orlando, Florida, Mead was the only woman in- 
cluded in a pantheon of six scientists whose images once adorned the 
walls of the center. 

This chapter explores the media’s image of Mead as a scientist and also 
scrutinizes some of the ways that Mead perceived of herself as a scientist 
and promoted anthropology as a scientific endeavor. Whether anthropol- 
ogy in general—traditionally categorized as a social science, in contrast to 
the natural and physical sciences—and the type of interpretative cultural 
anthropology that Mead practiced in particular should be considered a 
science has been debated. That issue, however, does not concern us here; 
what is relevant is the fact that the media and the general public very 
often did, and thus labeled Mead a scientist. During the 1950s, television 
expanded throughout middle-class America as it became the nation’s 
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most pervasive form of mass media. Thus, we will look at the role televi- 
sion came to play in cementing the public’s identification of Mead as a 
scientist and public figure. And because Mead promoted the use of visual 
technology—especially photography and film—as scientific research 
tools, we will also consider Mead’s influence on the use of visual media 
in ethnographic research. 

Three post-World War II media events are of particular interest: 
Mead’s response to the publication of Alfred Kinsey’s study of the Sexual 
Behavior in the Human Male in 1948; her appearance in the 1950s on 
the CBS television series Adventure; and her participation in Margaret 
Mead’s New Guinea Journal (1968), a public television project that 
filmed her return to Manus Island. Each event presents a slightly different 
image of Mead as a scientist. The print media’s portrayal of Mead’s re- 
sponse to Kinsey’s book created an image of Mead as scientist that she 
was later to perfect in her television appearances, that of an expert criticiz- 
ing another scientist, as well as chastising the American public for its 
unquestioning acceptance of facts. Mead’s appearances on the CBS Ad- 
venture series portray her as translator of scientific knowledge to the pub- 
lic, and thus as a willing (although somewhat stiff-figured) participant in 
a new undertaking to use television to bring science to the masses. In 
Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal viewers had the opportunity for 
the very first time to see an anthropologist at work in the field. Although 
this format would become commonplace on American television during 
the 1970s and 80s, when it first appeared in 1968 this made-for-television 
documentary was groundbreaking and established a new genre of ethno- 
graphic documentary. Finally, we consider Mead’s legacy as a female sci- 
entist, the identity most frequently perpetuated in popular books about 
her written for children and young adults. In addition to lauding her for 
her achievements as a woman in a sphere dominated by men, these books 
frequently symbolize Mead’s work as furthering our understanding of 
cultural diversity and human universals. 

Mead regarded the dropping of atomic bombs in 1945 as a watershed 
in human history. For her and many others the development of the bomb 
underscored the fact that scientific knowledge and technology was not 
inherently benign, and therefore scientists bore a heavy responsibility to 
ensure its positive use.’ To this end, throughout the cold war period she 
participated in organizations such as the United Nations and its UNESCO 
project on culture and technological change, SIPI (Scientists’ Institute for 
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Public Information), and the American Rocket Scientists’ committee on 
Space Law and Sociology. Her role in these organizations was as a social 
scientist concerned with the social use and dissemination of technological 
innovation and scientific knowledge.* 


Mead on “The Kinsey Report”: 
The Scientific Study of Sexual Behavior 


One might think that Mead would have wholeheartedly endorsed Alfred 
Kinsey’s 1948 book, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male,’ as his findings 
would appear to have substantiated the flexible nature of sexual identity 
and the variability in human sexual practices that Mead had experienced 
personally and had scientifically propounded. This was not the case, how- 
ever. Along with her colleagues Ruth Benedict and Geoffrey Gorer, Mead 
was one of a group of prominent social scientists, psychologists, psycho- 
analysts, and intellectuals who castigated Kinsey’s research. While Kinsey 
had anticipated resistance to his findings among religious conservatives, 
he was particularly surprised and distraught at the criticisms of Mead and 
her fellow anthropologists.‘ 

As viewers of the film Kinsey have been reminded, when Sexual Behav- 
ior in the Human Male was first published, it was a phenomenal best- 
seller.” The meteoric success of the book became a headline story across 
the United States. It was an astonishing accomplishment for a nonfiction 
book that was 801 pages long, written in a turgid technical language, 
and filled with numerous statistical charts and graphs. Kinsey became a 
celebrity overnight and was dubbed a “second Darwin” by the media. 
The startling revelations the Kinsey report (as it was soon referred to) 
made about the wide variety and frequency of sexual practices that a large 
number of American men admitted to engaging in—extramarital sex, sex 
with prostitutes, masturbation, and homosexuality—shocked, titillated, 
and captivated the American public.® An entomologist by training who 
had originally specialized in studying the life cycle of the gall wasp, Kin- 
sey’s goal in the publication of his research findings was to alert the Ameri- 
can public to the fact that human sexual practices were far more varied 
than the narrowly prescribed set of standards that society put forth. He 
hoped the sheer weight of evidence provided by the quantity of data he 
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produced would cause people to adjust their ideas as to what was and 
was not normal sexual behavior, thus expanding their understanding of 
what was natural human sexual practice. 

Kinsey was well disposed toward anthropologists. At the suggestion 
of Harvard anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn, Kinsey had hired one of 
Kluckhohn’s graduate students, Paul Gebhard, as a research assistant. 
Kinsey’s rationale for hiring Gebhard was that anthropologists should 
make good researchers in the field of human sexuality because they were 
trained to respect practices and beliefs different from their own. As good 
cultural relativists they would be neither judgmental nor fainthearted 
when confronted with evidence of a wide variety of sexual behavior.’ 

Mead met Kinsey in New York City early in March 1946, almost two 
years before he had published Sexual Behavior in the Human Male. 
Mead undoubtedly would have been interested in Kinsey’s research on 
human sexuality as it was an area in which she claimed expertise. Her 
own book on men, women, and sexuality, Male and Female, would be 
published the following year. And she was likely to have heard about 
Kinsey’s research because the prestigious Rockefeller Foundation, where 
her close friend and colleague Lawrence Frank worked, funded it. She 
may even have been skeptical of his research techniques—wondering ex- 
actly how a zoologist went about studying human sexuality. 

Correspondence between Mead and Kinsey indicates that Mead may 
have offered or agreed to a request to be interviewed by Kinsey, perhaps 
in order to observe the methods and questions he and his researchers were 
employing in their extensive collection of interview data from over 12,000 
American men and women."! Kinsey, in his search for a diverse and exten- 
sive set of interviewees, sought out volunteers who would provide histor- 
ies of their sexual activities from all walks of life, including his sponsors 
at the Rockefeller Foundation and the National Research Council as well 
as inmates of penitentiaries and denizens of skid row. 

However, it appears that Mead did not have the opportunity to give 
Kinsey an interview; he wrote to her in January 1947: “I am sorry that 
my stay in New York was not long enough to contact all the persons 
who offered histories. I should very much like to have you go through a 
history with us someday to see how the material is handled. It will proba- 
bly be fall or winter before we get back to New York. If you would not 
object, I shall get in touch with you then and try to make a date for a 
history.” There is no indication in Mead’s scheduling records that she 
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ever did so, and Kinsey’s research associate, Paul Gebhard, confirmed that 
she had not.” 

Two months after the publication of Kinsey’s book, Mead was invited 
to speak in New York City at a conference organized by the American 
Social Hygiene Association to discuss Kinsey’s findings. Mead was one of 
a group of experts that included a lawyer, a psychoanalyst, a sociologist, 
and a statistician. The conference, whose speakers were generally critical 
of the book, received extensive coverage by the New York press. Mead 
aimed her critique at both Kinsey and the American public. After first 
chastising Kinsey for the nonrandom nature of his research sample, she 
stated that “. .. the anthropological comments I can make best on this 
material are, I think, based on treating the Kinsey report as a cultural 
phenomenon, just as if I were to go to a South Sea island and attend a 
cremation ceremony, or a cannibal feast, or a puberty rite.”!* She identi- 
fied two aspects of Kinsey’s book that made it a cultural phenomenon, its 
scale and the amount of publicity it had received, but not its findings. 
According to Mead, Kinsey’s findings were not new to experts on human 
sexuality. She focused her comments on the book as a media event be- 
cause of the enormous amount of publicity the book had garnered before 
and after its publication and its huge sales. 

“Until Kinsey came along,” Mead said sardonically, “people did not 
know whether one should have more sex expression, or less sex longer, 
or more sex shorter, or more or less frequent sex—this was something 
one just couldn’t find the answer to. It has been making a great many 
Americans miserable for a very long time because they didn’t know 
whether they were happy or not.”!® How could they keep up with the 
Joneses if they did not know what the Joneses were doing? This discom- 
fort—bred of the ethnic diversity of Americans—led to the tendency “to 
build our ethics out of what other people are doing this week.” Mead 
also cited the nation’s penchant for the trappings of science: 


Dr. Kinsey’s book, by purporting to give norms and ranges laid down for 
sex behavior of the male, does what the Gesell book does for babies, what 
Emily Post does for manners and quiz books do for one’s education, giving 
a way of placing oneself and feeling more comfortable . ... One can find 
out where oneself or one’s spouse really is. This paraphernalia of statistics is 
something we approve of, something that we are used to, and something that 


gives us security.'® 
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Mead objected most to Kinsey ignoring the emotional dimension of sex, 
a perspective she called “extraordinarily destructive of interpsychic and 
interpersonal relationships.” '? Moreover: 


Dr. Kinsey has limited himself to a description of a non-interpersonal and 
meaningless act. He simply perpetuates the American tradition that we 
should think about sex as we would about any bodily act. 

The major abstraction that an anthropologist from Mars would get from 
reading the Kinsey report is that sex in this country is an important, meaning- 
less physical act which men have to perform fairly often, but more often if 
they have not gone to college.” 


Mead found Kinsey’s mechanistic language of “outlets” and “emissions” 
to be a perpetuation of a typically American prudish attitude toward sex, 
much like a Puritan tract.*! “Nowhere,” she said, “have I been able to 
find a single suggestion that sex is any fun, not anywhere in the book, not 
a suggestion.” 

In contrast to Kinsey, Mead argued for a different view of human sexu- 
ality, one that did not remove it from the messy, often highly charged, 
world of emotions, interpersonal relationships, and pleasure. With under- 
stated wit and a touch of sarcasm, she ended her comments by saying: 


You see, one of the curious things from the Kinsey report is that this emphasis 
is on the fact that there will be outlets and then you tell somebody that there 
is going to be an outlet anyway, so it’s just a question of which outlet and 
the book suggests no way of choosing between a woman and a sheep.” 


The press conveyed the image of a contentious Mead. Moreover, her use 
of humor, irony, and paradox to puncture what she considered to be a 
veil of “scientism” surrounding information that she asserted was basi- 
cally not new made her all the more quotable by the press. 

Mead probably made a bigger splash in the media because of her 
criticism of Kinsey’s book than had she simply been another voice that 
praised it. However, although she was critical of the study, she was no 
fuddy-duddy about sex. Rather, to the contrary, true to her earlier image 
as a sexual libertarian, she criticized Kinsey for his failure to convey sex 
as a pleasurable activity. Like Lionel Trilling, her fellow New York public 
intellectual who criticized Kinsey along similar lines, Mead represented a 
modern liberal humanist who bemoaned the lack of attention Kinsey 
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paid to the virtues as well as the interpersonal complexities of human 
sexual behavior. 

Kinsey biographer, James H. Jones, cites correspondence between 
Mead and British anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer as evidence of Mead’s 
behind-the-scenes manipulation of the media in order to assure that there 
would be multiple sources of bad press for the book. Jones shows that 
when Mead declined a request from the New York Herald Tribune to 
write a review of Sexual Behavior of the Human Male she suggested Geof- 
frey Gorer’s name instead, knowing that he too would be critical of it.” 
Gorer’s review of the book, titled “A Statistical Study of Sex,” concluded 
that it was not valid for Kinsey to claim that his sample was actually 
representative of the American male population at large, let alone, as the 
title of the book proclaimed, of “the human male” in general.” 

Kinsey was upset by Gorer’s review. Speculating on the reason for Gor- 
er’s opposition to the book, he surmised that “this is due in part to the 
fact that Margaret Mead objects strenuously to the materialism of mascu- 
line sexuality this book deals with.” He attributed Gorer’s negative re- 
view in part to his association with Mead, while Kinsey’s biographer 
Jones attributes Mead’s reaction to jealousy at Kinsey’s success, and “ag- 
gravated spite.”?” 

These representations of Mead’s response to Kinsey’s book present a 
range of images. The newspaper coverage of her portrays a feisty Mead 
who is not afraid to question—or even to mock—scientific expertise or to 
generate controversy. They also convey the image of a liberal humanist— 
someone whose attitudes are not puritanical toward sex, but, rather, em- 
phasize the emotional dimension of sexual behavior. In contrast, Jones 
presents the image of a jealous and spiteful academic, as well as a conniv- 
ing woman. Kinsey imagines a feminine (feminist?) Mead incensed at the 
“materialism” of male sexuality. Together these images create a complex 
picture of how science, expertise, sexism, and fame interact, and also of 
Mead as scientist, woman, and public intellectual. 


The Televisual Mead 


In 1949, Mead wrote: “I worry about our children growing up in a world 
where radio and television and comics and the threat of the atomic bomb 
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are every day realities.”** Despite her concerns (and she was not alone in 
her concern over their ill effects on children”), or perhaps because of 
them, beginning in 1953, Mead appeared on television in a new series 
about science called Adventure that the Columbia Broadcasting System 
launched as part of its public service programming. Her appearance on 
the program marked the beginning of a new phase of public exposure for 
her, as she proved to be a highly telegenic personality, the type of pundit 
and public intellectual—articulate, often humorous, and a master at rep- 
artee—that commercial television eagerly sought. Eventually, Mead also 
became a favorite with late night talk show host Johnny Carson and ap- 
peared on the Tonight Show and other talk shows with some regularity. 
(She was the first, and perhaps the only, anthropologist in the country 
eligible for membership in the American Federation of Television and 
Radio Artists union as a result of her frequent appearances on major TV 
programs.) Mead’s appearances on television helped make her name and 
face recognizable to a larger segment of the American population than 
her books and speaking engagements ever had. 

Television launched Mead into the role of a celebrity and an American 
icon. But when she first appeared on television in the 1950s the networks 
were interested in her because she was a scientist and expert and she still 
had much to learn about performing live on TV. 


“Experiments in Television”: 
Mead and the CBS Adventure Series 


When CBS began to air its Adventure series in May 1953, there were 
no public television or cable stations to provide alternatives to the 
standard prime time evening television fare of quiz shows, family sit- 
coms, variety programs, and live drama anthologies such as the Kraft 
Television Theater. 

Unlike these programs that had major corporate sponsors, CBS offered 
the Adventure series as part of its public service programming. As Perry 
Wolff, the producer of the series, explained, it was conceived of as being 
in the tradition of CBS radio, which provided public service programming 
that aired during unsold time.” With science as its focus, CBS executives 
also saw the series as demonstrating to the public the network’s commit- 
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ment to serious subjects, not just light entertainment. Moreover, the new 
medium of television was considered to have great potential as a means 
to educate a broad spectrum of Americans about science.*! 

During the 1950s, William Paley, the president of CBS, was on the 
board of directors of The Museum of Modern Art in New York City. In 
contrast to that museum, which he and others considered to be an elite 
institution that catered to more refined and sophisticated tastes, Paley 
thought of the American Museum of Natural History as “the people’s 
museum.” What could be better, Paley apparently thought, than a public 
service television program about science, natural history, and diverse cul- 
tures that was generated right from the museum??? 

So in 1952, Wolff got the go ahead to explore a collaboration with the 
American Museum of Natural History on the Adventure series. The mu- 
seum agreed to provide CBS with space in its capacious building on Central 
Park West, thus allowing the CBS crew to produce programs directly from 
the museum and to use the museum’s collections and exhibits as the sets 
for the programs and its curators as the series’ scientific experts. As Wolff 
has reminisced, it was a moment in the development of commercial televi- 
sion when risks could still be taken and experiments made in programming 
that financial considerations would rule out later.” It was also a golden 
moment in the history of television programming because the audience, 
still new to the medium, had few preconceived ideas of what to expect and 
was excited by the novelty of seeing new things presented visually. 

The Adventure series, a precursor to travelogue and science programs 
such as Wild Kingdom and Nova and today’s Discovery and National 
Geographic channels, focused on everything from evolution to wildlife 
and exotic indigenous peoples in remote areas of the world. The series 
began rather inauspiciously, according to a review in the New Yorker, 
with a somewhat inane and tepid conversation about space travel between 
the director of the museum’s Hayden Planetarium, Joe Chamberlain, and 
moderator Mike Wallace.” 

Mead appeared in one of the earliest of the Adventure programs on 
Sunday, May 24, 1953. Charles Collingwood introduced the program, 
saying, “This is the third in a series of experiments in television—an ex- 
periment we call a science nonfiction show.” The audience then heard 
slow, haunting flute music that accompanies the credits, apparently cho- 
sen to create a sense of mystery and anticipation about the “experiment” 
to follow.*® 
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Preceded by segments about bighorn sheep and dinosaurs, the final seg- 
ment of the program featured Mead discussing Balinese culture. It began 
with moderator Douglas Edwards holding a scary-looking mask up to the 
camera while saying, “I don’t suppose you’d care to meet up with this 
gentleman on a dark night.” Edwards is holding a Balinese mask that 
represents the supernatural witch Rangda, a character who features 
prominently in Balinese trance dances and other ritual ceremonies. He 
then holds up a shadow puppet: “And this is a kind of puppet which is 
used in a dramatic form. ... He’s used by a people on an island in the 
Java Sea, one of the famous islands known as Bali.” The television screen 
then darkens, Balinese gamelan music is heard in the background, and 
gradually the silhouette of the shadow puppet fills the television screen. 
Compared to the previous two segments of the program, this scene is 
exciting and dramatic, creating an aura of mystery and anticipation. 

As Mead explains to Edwards: “The shadow play in Bali, why you 
might almost call it a primitive television, where plays are given for 
the people by throwing the shadows of puppets like these on the screen. 
And then also it is important because of the theme. This is a witch, com- 
ing from the witch play which is one of the most important stories you 
see in Bali.” 

Setting the stage for what is going to happen next, Edwards asks if it 
would be possible to watch a shadow puppet performance, to which 
Mead replies, “If we were in Bali...” 

Then Edwards demonstrates the “magic” of television. He says, “Per- 
haps through television we can do it. We do it this way. We wipe out the 
puppet”—Edwards moves his right arm across the image of the shadow 
puppet. The lights dim and the image of the puppet disappears. The audi- 
ence is left seeing only the silhouettes of Mead and Edwards on the screen 
and Edwards speaks again—“And then we bring in Bali.. .” 

When the lights come up we see the two of them standing in front of a 
decidedly fake-looking model of the entrance to a Balinese temple. It is 
meant to appear as if in an instant we have been magically transported 
to Bali. As they turn toward the temple yard the lights dim and images 
from Mead and Bateson’s film Trance and Dance in Bali appear on the 
screen.*° Again, it is meant to appear as if the audience, along with Mead 
and Edwards, has happened upon a Balinese dance performance. The film 
depicts Balinese dancers going into trance and turning their daggers upon 
themselves without being harmed. It is dramatic footage, and the writhing 
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figures on the screen are accompanied by loud, clanging gamelan music. 
During the screening Mead keeps up a running commentary, pointing out 
specific characters, explaining the meaning of different symbols or ac- 
tions, and answering questions Edwards periodically poses. Perhaps echo- 
ing a question in the audience’s mind, Edwards twice asks if the dancers 
are really in trance or just pretending.°’ 

“Why would a scientist be interested in watching a play?” Edwards 
asks Mead. 

“T know it sounds a little odd,” Mead replies, “but one of the things 
we are interested in is the relationship between the way people live in 
society and how they stay as sane and happy and healthy as they are.” 

What Mead did not mention was that her research had been funded by 
the Committee on Dementia Praecox (a term formerly used to refer to 
schizophrenia). It had entailed studying the role trance behavior—physio- 
logically similar in some ways to schizophrenia as it produced a tempo- 
rary altered state of consciousness in individuals—might play in the emo- 
tional health of the Balinese.’ Caught up in the drama and movement of 
the dance, the participants go into trance. Thus, Mead explains, the worst 
fears and dreams of the Balinese are acted out. “Fears,” she says, “become 
shared rituals.” “Ah,” Edwards suggests, “A sort of shock treatment... 
a syncopated psychiatry.” 

In his review of the series for the New Yorker, Philip Hamburger com- 
mented that the film “was stunning beyond measure.” The segments from 
Trance and Dance in Bali were riveting; television viewers watched slow- 
motion footage that showed the lithe female dancers in trance, their long, 
loosened hair flowing and intertwining with wisps of incense, and the 
tense drama of the male trance dancers as they turn their sharp twisted 
daggers toward their own chests. Hamburger’s concluding comment 
praises Mead’s “fascinating contribution to the program and her explana- 
tion of the important role that the dances played in the mental health of 
the Balinese.” 

Mead appeared in two other Adventure programs, one about her return 
to the Admiralty Islands in the early 1950s, and another about the Iatmul 
people of New Guinea.” In the Admiralty Islands segment Mead dis- 
cussed the sociological, economic, cultural, and political changes that had 
taken place on Manus Island in the twenty-five years between her first 
and second visits to the Admiralty Islands. Photographs and artifacts from 
Mead’s first trip were contrasted with film footage of the Manus people 
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taken in 1953 and a newsreel of American troops landing on the island 
during World War II.“ 

Having been on radio extensively and having spoken before public au- 
diences for several decades, one might have thought that Mead would 
have little to learn about performing on television, but as her early appear- 
ances on Adventure show, Mead had yet to acquire the self-confident ease 
and affability she displayed in her later on-camera television persona. In 
these early programs we still see a stiff and rather formal Mead. Dressed 
primly in fussy-looking 1950s frocks, belted at the waist and full-skirted, 
she looked more like a member of the PTA than a scientist. Careful to 
articulate clearly and slowly, Mead answered the moderator’s questions 
with schoolmarm precision and with a slightly sing-song, unmodulated 
voice. These early programs represent Mead’s television debut, and they 
provided her with the opportunity to hone her on-camera skills. She even- 
tually learned to direct her attention to the moderator rather than the 
monitor, becoming proficient in the two-minute interview and in produc- 
ing memorable sound bites. 

The image Mead projected was nonthreatening—she appears to be an 
ordinary looking middle-aged woman—but also a bit remote. She was 
somewhat stern in her demeanor, like a solicitous librarian. Science, Mead 
implied—even when it entailed adventures like traveling to New Guinea 
or exotic spectacles like the Balinese trance dancers—was serious busi- 
ness. Nonetheless, Mead still did not look like the average person’s image 
of a scientist. She could be that matronly looking woman down the street. 
Thus, in addition to challenging the public’s stereotype of the anthropolo- 
gist as a man dressed in khakis and a pith helmet, Mead’s appearance on 
the Adventure programs also broadened the public’s image of a scientist 
and increased her own visibility. 


Mead and Visual Media: Bali and the 
Scientific Documentation of Culture 


What allowed the director of the Adventure program to stage the illusion 
of transporting television viewers into the world of Balinese trance and 
dance was the fact that sixteen years earlier Mead and Gregory Bateson 
had shot thousands of feet of movie film while doing research in Bali.” 
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Their decision to do so had been motivated by their desire to be as scien- 
tifically precise as possible about the data they collected. Movie film and 
photographs, they argued in their research proposals, would allow others 
to view the same material they had observed, to make their own indepen- 
dent interpretations of the data, and provide data for the comparative 
study of human infants. It would also allow them to show the footage to 
the Balinese themselves in order to elicit their comments and reactions to 
it. Their emphasis on visual data marks a turning point in Mead and 
Bateson’s thinking about ethnographic research methods and in anthro- 
pology in general. With their Balinese research they sought to demonstrate 
the value of visual data in the scientific study of culture. 

When Mead and Bateson arrived in Bali in 1936, they quickly became 
associated with a group of European and American artists and scholars, 
some of whom had been living as expatriates in Bali since the 1920s. 
Charlie Chaplin and the playwright Noél Coward arrived on Bali the 
same time they did. Like these other individuals, Mead and Bateson soon 
became infatuated by the artistic elements of Balinese culture—in particu- 
lar, dance, music, and sculpture—and, of course, ritual and trance.“ 

Bateson calculated that he took some 25,000 photographs in Bali and 
shot some 20,000 feet of movie film. He and Mead developed an innova- 
tive two-person research methodology for recording behavior that com- 
bined Bateson taking photographs or shooting film while Mead was si- 
multaneously writing notes. While other anthropologists had taken 
photographs and shot film to illustrate their research, Mead and Bateson’s 
Balinese research was the first to utilize visual data as a central research 
tool. Subsequently, especially with the advent of more portable camera 
equipment, visual records have become an increasingly common and im- 
portant aspect of data collection. At the time, however, Mead and Bate- 
son’s extensive visual record of Balinese culture was groundbreaking.” 

Mead published two scholarly studies of Balinese culture and personal- 
ity based on the analysis of Bateson’s Balinese photographs. The first of 
these, Balinese Character: A Photographic Analysis (1942), she wrote 
with Bateson. The second, Growth and Culture: A Photographic Study 
of Balinese Childhood (1951) was coauthored with Frances Cooke Mac- 
gregor.“ The books differed in their approaches to the analysis of photo- 
graphic material. While Balinese Character has been criticized for its lack 
of a theoretical premise upon which photographs were selected as evi- 
dence, in Growth and Culture Mead and her coauthor Frances Mac- 
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gregor, a photographer who had been trained in the Gesell-Ilg method of 
photographic analysis, utilized the theoretical framework of child psy- 
chologist Arnold Gesell and the categories of child development he had 
determined in his research as the basis for their analysis of Balinese child- 
hood and character formation.*® However, Mead never published a full- 
scale ethnographic monograph about the Balinese for either a popular or 
a scholarly audience. This may have been in part because she and Bateson 
had plans to return to Bali for an extensive interdisciplinary research proj- 
ect that were cut short by the advent of World War II, as well as the fact 
that after the war she and Bateson were divorced.” After the war she did 
create a series of films about child development using the Balinese footage, 
as well as Trance and Dance in Bali.” 

Had Mead and Bateson not commissioned the dance performances 
that were used to compose Trance and Dance in Bali (they had requested 
that the rituals be performed during daylight rather than at night, when 
they usually occurred, in order for the dances to be filmed), viewers of 
the Adventure series that featured Mead’s work in Bali would not have 
seen this fascinating footage, nor would subsequent generations of an- 
thropology and film students who continue to be intrigued by the aesthet- 
ics of the film, while wondering if the Balinese were really in trance and 
not simply “faking it.” While Trance and Dance in Bali has become a 
classic ethnographic film, Mead and Bateson’s extensive visual documen- 
tation of the Balinese produced little information to further our under- 
standing of the etiology of schizophrenia and multiple personality disor- 
der—the stated purpose of their Balinese research.’ Mead and Bateson’s 
research on Balinese children, along with the comparative work they did 
on a short return visit to the Iatmul of New Guinea in 1938,” was influ- 
ential in initiating the cross-cultural study of childhood, child develop- 
ment, and socialization that subsequently developed in anthropology 
and psychology. 

Mead and Bateson’s visual materials—the photographs and film foot- 
age they shot and the collection of paintings and sculptures they commis- 
sioned during their stay in Bali—have also provided rich fodder for subse- 
quent anthropologists. Due to their extensive visual documentation we 
have a detailed record of certain aspects of village life—in particular the 
interactions between parents and infants and ritual activities—in and 
around the highland Balinese village of Bayung Gedé between 1936 and 
1939.” Moreover, their visual research in Bali transformed Mead into an 





Figure 7.1 “Goodbye and Good Luck to Margaret Mead and Gregory 
Bateson,” 1938. Painting by Balinese artist I Ketut Ngendon commissioned as 
a farewell gift by their Balinese research assistant. The painting shows Mead 
and Bateson seated in a canoe. Mead waves goodbye to the Balinese while 
Bateson waves hello to the New Guinea villagers on the opposite shore. 
(Courtesy of Lois Bateson and Mary Catherine Bateson and the Institute for 
Intercultural Studies) 
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advocate for visual data, which she promoted the remainder of her career; 
she is regarded as an early champion of the use of film in the scientific 
study of culture. 


Mead on Bali: 
Popular Press versus Academic Publications 


As with her previous research, Mead segregated her comments about the 
Balinese into two different modes of communication: the popular press 
and scholarly publications. For the popular press Mead embedded the 
Balinese in contemporary world politics, talking about their geopolitical 
significance to the war that had recently erupted between Japan and the 
United States. 

“Bali,” Mead said, “is significant today on two scores, first because it 
is the little piece of land that the Japanese need and second because these 
people give a promise of the possibility of constructing a society in which 
we can live [harmoniously]. ... The people of Bali are wonderfully bal- 
anced. If the plan of society were as well founded everywhere as it is in 
Bali, this would be a far better world.”*’ In these comments we see two 
familiar sides of Mead—the pragmatist, represented by her first state- 
ment, and the idealist, seen when she expounds upon the value of Balinese 
society as a model for America and other societies. 

In contrast to such comments, Mead’s academic publications did not 
attempt to situate Bali in the present moment. In both Balinese Character 
and Growth and Culture, Balinese culture is discussed in atemporal terms, 
as if it was suspended in a vacuum of timelessness and ahistoricity. This 
was largely due to the fact that Mead believed that the culture and the 
cultural processes they were investigating—the cultural conditioning dur- 
ing childhood that transformed an infant into an adult member of Bal- 
inese society—were little affected by historical change. 

Although the methods she developed for the visual analysis of the rela- 
tionship between Balinese child development and personality have been 
criticized, traces of the influence of the Balinese films she made about 
childhood can be found today in such programs as the PBS series Child- 
hood, and even before that, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s 
documentary Four Families, made in collaboration with Mead.” In the 
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world of public television Mead’s visual work is an iconic reference for 
subsequent generations of media producers when thinking about new 
forms of “popular ethnography” for public consumption.” 


Public Television and the Impact of 
Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal 


During the week of December 1, 1968, on public television channels 
across the nation, people turned their TV sets on to a ninety-minute spe- 
cial titled Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal. The documentary was 
an NET (National Educational Television) production. “Don’t miss this 
beautiful South Sea adventure!” announced an ad in the Washington 
Post.®'! “The celebrated author of Growing Up in New Guinea takes you 
on a moving and entertaining visit to people she has studied for forty 
years—as they leaped from the stone age into the 20th century,” the ad 
continued. The premise for the film was Dr. Mead’s “final return” to Pere 
village in the Admiralty Islands, a place she had first visited in 1928 with 
anthropologist Reo Fortune.” Since that initial visit to Pere, Mead had 
returned twice, first in 1953 and again in 1964, to observe the huge “leap” 
the Manus Islanders had made into the twentieth century. 

Mead had written about her initial return trip in her book New Lives 
for Old: Cultural Transformation—Manus, 1928-1953, which she pub- 
lished in 1956. In the book she documented the rapid, and what she 
viewed as successful, transformation of Manus society from its isolated 
pre-World War II condition into a twentieth-century community, linked 
by radio to the world at large. Before the NET documentary, Mead had 
already told the story of the Manus Islanders and their astonishing trans- 
formation for a segment of the CBS Adventure series a decade earlier and 
had made a short twenty-minute educational film titled New Lives for 
Old.® But director Craig Gilbert convinced Mead—and his superiors at 
WNET, the local New York City affiliate of NET—that there was still 
another exciting story to be told about Manus society, a story that would 
feature Mead as prominently as the Manus people. Gilbert proposed that 
he and his film crew accompany Mead on her return trip to Manus. 

The film is ostensibly about the changes that had occurred in Manus 
society since Mead was first there in 1928, but it is also a visual narrative 


182 Chapter 7 


in which Mead not only “plays” herself but also comes to symbolize, 
among other things, the post-World War II emergence of the United States 
as a world leader, America as a paternalistic champion of decolonization 
and independence for former third world colonies, and American cold 
war intervention in international development. 

According to Gilbert, his superiors at WNET were looking for “a 
blockbuster.” ‘ Having read a brief newspaper account of Mead’s return 
to Manus in 1964,5 he thought that there was potential for a visually 
exciting story about Mead’s lengthy relationship with the people of Pere 
village and the dramatic changes they had undergone, especially since 
these changes had come about largely as a result of World War II and 
the American presence in the Admiralty Islands. Gilbert thought that 
elements in that story would appeal to a variety of individuals, among 
them American veterans of World War II, fans of Margaret Mead, and 
viewers still intrigued by the exotic South Seas location. 

For people who had read Mead’s books and popular articles in maga- 
zines such as Redbook, to see her in action and to travel with her to a 
remote locale in the Pacific had a tremendous impact; for others who had 
not known about her and her work, the television special introduced them 
to someone they found intriguing and inspiring. Moreover, Gilbert had 
seen that in Mead’s story there was a larger story to be told, one that 
directly spoke to many Americans who had had wartime experiences in 
the Pacific, or to others who were dismayed and discouraged by political 
and social events at home who could take heart in the inspiring story of 
positive change and development that Mead had to tell about the Manus 
people. Once he had gotten the go ahead to make the film, all Gilbert had 
to do was to convince Mead that she wanted to make a film with him. 
Although Gilbert said that Mead would have preferred to have made a 
film in Bali, eventually she did agree to return to Manus with him and 
his film crew.°” 

In the letters that Mead received from friends, fans, and strangers en- 
countering her for the first time through the documentary we gain in- 
sight into several different images of Mead that the film elicited in viewers: 
“Mead as friend and adventurer,” “Mead as a character who plays 
herself in the movie version of her life,” “Mead as ideal woman,” “Mead 
as scientist,” and “Mead as either the Good or the Ugly [Imperialist] 
American.” 
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Figure 7.2 Margaret Mead in Pere Village preparing the Manus Islanders for 
participation in democratic elections by explaining the American ballot to them, 
1963. (Photograph by Lola Romanucci-Ross. Courtesy of the Library of 
Congress and the Institute for Intercultural Studies) 


Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal 
as Travelogue and Biopic 


For individuals already familiar with her, as the following letter indicates, 
the documentary gave them the opportunity to see a place they had read 
about in her books and thus to feel as though they were accompanying 
Mead on her trip to New Guinea. 


This is a note to say “thank you” to you and your team for the wonderful 
television program on the Manus. Last night, I was transported with you to 
that remote island and felt that I, too, was renewing old acquaintances. I 
have read your books and Redbook articles through the years and this filmed 
account of your most recent visit brought everything into focus. I only hope 
you will be able to return one day and bring us another Journal from Peri.® 


The film offered individuals an opportunity—albeit a mediated one—to 
spend an extended period of time with Mead in an exotic locale and to 
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see her in action, as well as to “meet” individual Manus men and women 
whom they had previously encountered in Mead’s books. For this viewer 
the film provided the image of Mead as friend, confidante, and expert 
guide on a trip to a remote part of the world they had previously read 
about. Another viewer wrote: 


Dear Margaret, 

I saw you on Ch. 13 on television, and I must tell you how much I enjoyed 
your “New Guinea Journal.” You were wonderful. Your staff was so mean- 
ingful; it was the shepherd’s crook when you were among all these people 
who were looking up to you; it was the Bishop’s crozier when you were set- 
tling their disputes, and it was a pilgrim’s staff when you walked. It was so 
symbolic of your relationship with the people of New Guinea. I hope to see 


more of your travels on television.” 


The ninety-minute documentary gave this viewer an inspirational picture 
of Mead replete with biblical connotations. It is an image of Mead as an 
Old Testament prophet or Christ-like figure among her followers, a pil- 
grim with a mission. As Mead only began using her thumb stick in the 
early 1960s, this letter highlights its visual impact and one set of meanings 
associated with what was to become an iconic image of Mead with her 
signifying staff. Embedded in this image of Mead with her thumb stick, 
which the viewer also saw as symbolic of “her relationship with the peo- 
ple of New Guinea,” is that of a paternalistic (in this case maternalistic) 
figure offering guidance and leadership to the needy, less knowledgeable 
inhabitants of New Guinea. 

Further insight into Mead’s image comes from comments made by her 
colleague, psychologist Martha Wolfenstein. Wolfenstein had written a 
psychological study of the movies and was struck by Mead’s naturalness 
in front of the camera:” 


She and an old black woman fall into each other’s arms and she’s just as 
much herself there. ... The way she comes through in this film is just like 
Humphrey Bogart, an American actor whose acting consists in being him- 
self all the time, in a very vivid, forceful way. She’s really a marvelous movie 
actress, in the best tradition of American acting, which isn’t acting but 
being yourself.” 


Wolfenstein celebrates the fact that Mead was simply “being herself” in 
this film, even though she knew that the footage would be screened across 
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Figure 7.3 Mead embraced by a Manus woman, 1963. (Photograph by Lola 
Romanucci-Ross. Courtesy of the Library of Congress and the Institute for Inter- 
cultural Studies) 


the nation by thousands of Americans. Her comments imply that Mead 
was playing a role, albeit one that she could play unselfconsciously. It 
was a role in which Mead was leader, arbitrator, sage, and friend of 
the common man (and woman), literally embracing people with no re- 
gard for the color of their skin. She was also equally at ease berating the 
Manus people, never hesitant or fearful that she might be viewed as scold- 
ing or domineering. 

Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal exhibits what Christina Klein 
has identified as “middlebrow universalism,” a value that flourished in 
cold war America that accepted—indeed celebrated—cultural variation 
while asserting a larger human sameness.” According to the terms of The 
Ugly American, a popular novel of the period in which Americans work- 
ing in Asia are identified as being either “ugly Americans” or “non-ugly 
Americans” depending upon their willingness to embrace other cultures, 
other languages, and other ways of life, Mead’s anthropological message 
of tolerance for cultural variety and the existence of a larger human uni- 
versalism not only made her a “non-ugly American,” but also one of uni- 
versalism’s strongest exemplars.” 
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However, today when watching this film viewers often react uneasily 
to Mead, whose manner they find overbearing and paternalistic toward 
the Manus people, whether young or old. By 1968, both the antiwar 
movement and the Black Power movement had emerged in the United 
States, as well as many of the independence movements in Africa, and 
white dominance and authority over black people was no longer uni- 
formly accepted either in the United States or abroad. For younger view- 
ers, Mead’s “sermon” to the schoolchildren about their future paints an 
uncomfortable picture of Americans as, at best, meddlesome and, at 
worst, representatives of an imperialistic America and its misguided poli- 
cies toward Vietnam and Southeast Asia in general. 


Manus, World War II, and the Pacific Theater 


Letters Mead received show that the documentary resonated with viewers 
in different ways depending upon the their background and whether they 
were male or female. In 1968, anyone over thirty would have had memo- 
ries of World War II, and most veterans who had served in the Pacific 
were still alive. Even older men and women who had not been to New 
Guinea were familiar with the names of place such as Rabaul, Manus, 
and the Admiralty Islands. Most of the letters that referred to the war in 
the Pacific were written by men, while in contrast letters that expressed 
admiration or vicarious pleasure and excitement about Mead’s enterprise 
as an anthropologist were usually from women. 

Letters from World War II veterans included comments such as those 
of Thomas W. Russell Jr.: 


Dear Dr. Mead, 

Just a note to thank you and the producer for the splendid evening. I spent a 
year outside of Port Moresby and then Dobodura and six months on Manus 
and Mauote. I’m afraid I was one of the fomenters of change although I never 
really was able to learn talk talk. I hope you were as pleased by the record 
of your exciting work as I was.” 


Russell seems to have been prompted to write to Mead because the film 
made him realize that having spent a year and a half in New Guinea, 
including Manus itself, he had been part of the very process of change 
that Mead was talking about in the film. Perhaps it had caused him to 
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reflect in a new way upon his wartime experience, or, at the very least, to 
remember it years later and to realize that he might have had an impact 
on the Papua New Guineans he had come into contact with. 

For the segment of the American public who had fought in the Pacific, 
the documentary allowed them to revisit that part of the world, with 
Manus metaphorically representing all the Pacific islands and villages 
through out Melanesia and Micronesia, including Dutch New Guinea 
and the port of Hollandia where General MacArthur’s Pacific fleet had 
been stationed; the Solomon Islands (the site of James Michener’s Tales 
of the South Pacific); and Buka and the Bulldog trail in eastern New 
Guinea, where twenty-five years earlier as young men and women, in a 
time of danger and fear, they had spent time in a part of the world that 
many of them had never dreamed of visiting before, nor thought of re- 
turning to later. 

It was coincidental of course that the Admiralty Islands, where Mead 
and Fortune had first worked with the Manus people in 1928, would a 
dozen or so years later become a staging ground for more than a million 
American troops, becoming one of the largest American bases between 
Pearl Harbor and Guam.” As a result of this major world conflagration 
the Manus Islanders were precipitously forced into contact first with the 
Japanese military forces and then with the Americans. From the Manus 
people’s standpoint there was much to admire and emulate in the Ameri- 
cans: their abundant supplies of equipment and provisions, the seemingly 
egalitarian relations between black and white U.S. soldiers, and the Amer- 
ican troops’ generous and friendly treatment of the Manus Islanders.” 

As these letters from former servicemen reveal, for many viewers the 
film was not just about Margaret Mead and what anthropologists do, or 
about the Manus people and the changes their society had undergone 
since World War II. For them the documentary was a narrative about their 
own lives and the role they played as Americans in the Pacific wartime 
theater. It allowed them to reconnect via Mead and her return to New 
Guinea with a distant time and place experienced under very trying cir- 
cumstances. In this context the Manus Islanders came to represent all the 
various Pacific islanders whom they had come into contact with. Watch- 
ing Mead’s upbeat story about the strides the Manus people had made 
since the end of the war and her positive interpretation of the inspirational 
role the American servicemen had played in their transformation would 
have been gratifying for these veterans. 
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“From the Stone Age to the 20th Century”: 
Metaphors of Transformation 


The cliché of the Manus Islanders transforming themselves from a Stone 
Age culture into a modern culture used to advertise Margaret Mead’s New 
Guinea Journal was based on Mead’s description of the changes in Manus 
culture in her book New Lives for Old. It provided an image that appealed 
to Americans in particular with their admiration for progress and rapid 
change. It also exuded a sense of the exotic and the magical—from the 
Stone Age, a temporally distant, hence unreachable, place—to modernity. 
What connects these two temporally distinct places is the process of trans- 
formation, here posed as a semimagical state of affairs whereby an entire 
society seemingly overnight finds itself moving from one temporal mode 
of existence to another. A large factor that facilitated this transformation 
among the Manus Islanders was the powerful agency of World War II— 
more precisely, the presence of thousands of American troops who were 
stationed in the Admiralties as the Allied forces strove to keep the Japa- 
nese from advancing into Australia. Thus, as a Coca-Cola ad from Octo- 
ber 1945 illustrates, many aspects of American culture were introduced 
to the Manus people as a result of the presence of so many American 
soldiers in the archipelago for an extended period of time. 

In the film, Mead acts as a mediator between the Manus Islanders and 
America. While in 1945 Coca-Cola may have been a symbol of the Ameri- 
can way of life (“a bit of America”) to U.S. service men and Admiralty 
Islanders alike, in the documentary it is Mead who symbolizes America 
and modernity.” She is also the television viewer’s connection between 
the so-called Stone Age of the Manus past, which she had witnessed when 
she first visited the Manus in 1928, and the modern twentieth century 
that the Manus people now actively participate in via radio, the Beatles, 
and other forms of American and European pop culture; formal education 
(from elementary school to university); and the development activities of 
the Australian government, the United Nations, and other international 
agencies focused at the time on preparing the territories of Papua and 
New Guinea for impending independence from Australian trusteeship in 
1975. The film is more than just the story of Mead’s involvement with 
the Manus people. Her story becomes metonymic of our story—the story, 
that is, of the impact of American soldiers on the Manus Islanders and 
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the model for a new type of society they provided Manus leaders. More 
generally, it is metonymic of America’s development as a world power 
during the twentieth century. Although New Guinea had been divided in 
1884 into colonies ruled by the Dutch, the Germans, and the British, by 
1968, it was preparing for independence. It was preparing to take its place 
as one nation among many with a voice, a vote, and a physical presence 
at the United Nations. 

Since the end of World War II and the beginning of the cold war, Mead 
had been concerned that the United States not remain isolationist in its 
foreign policy. Because she believed that America had an important role 
to play in assuring world peace and in ending poverty, famine, and disease 
worldwide, she, along with other prominent liberal American women 
such as Eleanor Roosevelt and Pearl Buck, had argued vehemently for the 
creation of the United Nations and America’s participation in it. 

As she did in New Lives for Old, Mead suggests in New Guinea Journal 
that the Manus people provide Americans with a model of successful and 
rapid social change as well as an example of peaceful decolonization and 
the ability of third world peoples to successfully adapt to nationhood 
and modernization.” Given the extensive postwar political upheavals that 
accompanied decolonization, the process of decolonization and methods 
for the successful development of new nations were of prime concern to 
Western democratic states. 

Thus, from a postcolonial perspective, the film, like the book it was 
based on, is a narrative about the changing role of the United States as a 
world power over the course of the twentieth century and of the role that 
Mead and other anthropologists were playing in this process.” 


New Guinea Journal as 
Inspirational Woman’s Journey 


Dear Dr. Mead, 

Seldom am I inspired to write to a “celebrity” . . . however . . . I watched the 
Tuesday special on Channel 13 about your work . . . and I cried. I saw your 
eyes saying “goodbye” to your beloved Peri and wondered with you whether 
you would ever return to your “Camelot.” Perhaps I am being over sentimen- 
tal... . I did not only cry for you, but selfishly, I must admit, for myself as 
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well. Iam 40 years old and have nothing . . . nothing . . . and have let talents 
go to waste. To see a woman so revered by those natives because of the expec- 
tation of fulfillment you have instilled in them is astounding to me. Here, in 
this asphalt jungle, the tumultuous behavior of our natives is unbearable and 
unbelievable, and we have no Dr. Margaret Mead to help enlighten them, 
and lead them out of the maze of blunder and blight they have ensued upon. 
The headhunters have ceased in Peri, but not so here. . . here leaders like Dr. 
Martin Luther King, John F. Kennedy, and Robert F. Kennedy are hunted 
down and destroyed and the murderers are glorified . . . what a sick society 
we have. 

I should love to go to your beloved Peri one day and bring knowledge and 
understanding as you have . . . however, this is only one of my unfilled hopes 
amongst so many. I am the dreamer, you are the Accomplisher. I hereby salute 
you, Madam Dr Margaret Mead, may you LIVE, LIVE, LIVE, and continue 
your blessed worthwhile work.®° 


Viewing Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal had inspired this forty- 
year-old woman from Long Island to compare her own life with Mead’s. 
Finding her life lacking in any lasting accomplishments, she wrote to 
Mead to express her admiration for all that Mead had achieved. In this 
letter we glimpse another major audience for Mead and her work: women 
of her own generation and younger who long to have achieved something 
more with their lives than they have thus far. For these women, the “ad- 
venture” in the film’s South Seas adventure is less one of a daydream of 
escape to an idyllic tropical island and more one of a yearning for self- 
fulfillment, for the career never embarked upon, the risks never taken, the 
challenges never met. 

To watch Mead return to Pere village and reminisce about her first 
visit there when she was twenty-seven years old, and then to see her forty 
years later, an aging, matronly figure, now more a grandmother to the 
young Manus children than a mother, the very ordinariness of Mead’s 
appearance, her bulky body and plain, wrinkled face hidden under- 
neath her floppy broad-brimmed hat, made it seem like any other woman 
who had had the courage and conviction could also have gone off to 
far-flung places and done something exciting and worthwhile with her 
life. For many of the documentary’s female viewers there may also 
have been a similar identification between themselves and Mead, as 


Mead as Scientist 191 


stated explicitly by the writer above. The image of Mead as the “Ac- 
complisher” stands in this woman’s mind in stark contrast to herself, the 
dreamer left at age forty with only her unfilled hopes and aspirations. 
Captured in the raw honesty of this woman’s letter are the feelings 
that a great number of fortyish American women may have felt. These 
were the women who had married at the end of World War II and set- 
tled down to become housewives and mothers. They were also the women 
to whom Betty Friedan had directed her clarion call in 1963 in The Femi- 
nine Mystique. 

The letter writer romanticizes Mead’s experiences as well as the reality 
of the lives of the Manus people, exchanging the clichéd notion of a South 
Seas paradise for that of a primitive Camelot. The second theme in this 
woman’s letter is that of despair over the state of the nation in 1968. 
The sixties had been a time of civil strife throughout urban America, first 
focusing on civil rights, then on the draft and the war in Vietnam. Her 
reference to Pere as Mead’s “Camelot” was an allusion to the short-lived 
John F. Kennedy administration whose reign had been cut short by the 
president’s assassination in 1963. That event, along with the subsequent 
assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy, riots in urban 
ghettoes across America, and the country’s increasing involvement in 
Vietnam and Cambodia led the woman who wrote this letter to Mead to 
call the United States a sick society. Along with her personal despair, she 
quickly cited parallels between Manus and America and bemoaned the 
“heathenness” of her own culture. 


An Anthropologist at Work 


For some viewers, Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal was also a film 
about anthropology and how anthropologists work: 


Dear Margaret, 

It was some days after I had first seen the program before I realized that in a 
very subtle way the film makes a definite statement about the mechanics of 
anthropology. So that’s what an anthropologist actually does, belatedly came 
into my awareness—careful and specific recordations [sic], observations and 
conversations. 


192 Chapter 7 


Subsequent viewings further revealed something quite interesting about an- 
thropologist’s equipment—it is really quite light, consists of little hardware, 
and is in the main related to mind and spirit, with little external machinery 


involved.*! 


Some colleagues wrote to ask her how they could get a print of the film 
to use in teaching students how anthropologists work in the field.” Others 
acknowledged that Mead had provided them with an intimate portrait of 
the nature of her relationship with her research subjects. Harvard sociolo- 
gist David Riesman, author of The Lonely Crowd, wrote Mead: “I think 
you are very courageous to reveal what anthropologists often hide, 
namely, their involvement with the lives of the people they study, and their 
awareness of the dilemmas of progress and development.” 8 

While in 1968 Riesman praised Mead for her honesty in revealing her 
involvement in the lives of the Manus Islanders, beginning in the 1970s 
some anthropologists and Manus people themselves began to criticize her 
for her portrayal of Manus society in her books and for meddling in the 
islanders’ lives. They saw her actions as neocolonialist and racist. Such 
comments became part of a larger critique of the field of anthropology as 
a whole that culminated in another television documentary titled Anthro- 
pology on Trial.* In this film, college students from Manus criticized 
Mead’s portrayal of their culture. It marked the dawn of a new era in 
which the subject of anthropological descriptions could now talk back 
via the media, holding anthropologists responsible for their representa- 
tions of themselves and their ancestors. 


“Ethnography on the Airwaves” 
and “Popular Ethnography” 


As Faye Ginsburg has noted, in 1953 the CBS Adventure series was the 
first television series to use anthropologists as consultants and guests ona 
program.® Providing another first, Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal 
was arguably the first example of what has become a familiar genre: “pop- 
ular ethnography” or “ethnography on the airwaves.” 3% Today, when col- 
lege students and television viewers have been raised on documentary 
channels such as Discovery and National Geographic, it is hard to remem- 
ber that when Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal aired in 1968 it was 
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the first television documentary of its genre. Perhaps it is not surprising, 
given Mead’s enthusiasm for television as a new medium of mass commu- 
nication and her renown as a popularizer of anthropology, that it was she 
who blazed the way and provided these subsequent series with the model 
of a television documentary based on showing an anthropologist at work 
in the field. 

As British television producer Leslie Woodhead and anthropologist- 
producer André Singer note, “partly as a result of [Mead’s] enthusiasm 
for new ways of reaching the public, film took on an ever greater impor- 
tance in anthropology. By the 1960s and 1970s, film was reaching mil- 
lions in their living rooms through the spread of television, and anthropol- 
ogists had an exciting new medium to use.”*®” Thus, added to the image 
of Mead as an advocate of film and photography as research tools for 
anthropologists is that of Mead as a proponent of television as a means to 
teach the general public about the goals and significance of anthropology. 

Mead did not live to see the development of inexpensive, portable video 
equipment that allows today’s anthropologists to shoot their own proj- 
ects, edit on their laptop computers while in the field, and work on collab- 
orative projects with informants. However, she believed that what she 
and Gilbert had accomplished in their collaboration was merely the first 
of more such endeavors, and she regularly invited Gilbert to come to her 
graduate seminar in ethnographic research methods at Columbia to dis- 
cuss the use of new types of film equipment in field research.** Gilbert too 
had been influenced by his involvement with Mead, and their paths would 
continue to cross in the future. 


Margaret Mead, An American Family, 
and the Origins of Reality TV 


In 1973, Mead’s name appeared in the press in association with a daring 
new television documentary series, An American Family. Twelve episodes 
in length, shown weekly on PBS stations nationwide, millions of Ameri- 
cans viewed seven months in the lives of the Louds, a white, middle-class 
family who lived in Santa Barbara, California. During the series, viewers 
witnessed the unraveling of Pat and Bill Loud’s twenty-year marriage, as 
well as the antics of the five Loud children, Lance, Kevin, Grant, Delilah, 
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and Michele. In a particularly controversial segment, Americans gained a 
peephole onto the gay lifestyle of the Loud’s oldest son, Lance, who was 
then living in New York City. Neither Mead nor her friend Craig Gilbert, 
the producer of the series, ever suspected that An American Family was 
destined to become the precursor of MTV’s The Real World, Survivor, 
and the other reality TV programs of today that have become the new 
cash cows of the television industry.” 

Having worked intimately with Gilbert on the production of Margaret 
Mead’s New Guinea Journal, Mead had become a steadfast ally and 
sounding board for Gilbert. It may even have been because of his associa- 
tion with Mead that Gilbert developed his idea for a study of the everyday 
life of an American family. Mead did her part to promote the series, writ- 
ing in an article for TV Guide that An American Family was “as new and 
significant as the invention of drama or the novel—a new way in which 
people can learn to look at life, by seeing the real life of others interpreted 
by the camera.” 

Two months later in an interview for the Los Angeles Times titled 
“Some Second Thoughts from An American Family,” Pat Loud, the wife 
and mother whose life had been laid out before the American public week 
after week, said: 


Margaret Mead, bless her friendly voice, has written glowingly that the series 
constituted some sort of breakthrough, a demonstration of a new tool for 
use in sociology and anthropology. Having been the object of that tool, I 
think I am competent to say that it won’t work.*! 


It is not surprising to find conflicting opinions about a new technological 
innovation voiced in the press. What was surprising was that the subject 
of the “new tool,” or technological innovation under discussion, spoke 
back, telling Mead, in ways that the characters in a novel or play cannot, 
that this new mode of representation she has spoken of so glowingly 
won’t work. In this exchange we see a precursor to the arguments that 
have reverberated throughout anthropology and the media in general 
about the representation of the Other. 

Pat Loud’s objection to the use of the video camera as an observational 
tool—even though she and her family had willingly agreed to its pres- 
ence—was offered as a warning to others not to do as she had done.” She 
and her family had no control over their images once they were on video- 
tape and broadcast into millions of American homes. In retrospect, the 


Mead as Scientist 195 


Louds were naive to agree to subject themselves to the scrutiny of the 
television public, and Mead was naive to believe in the objectivity of the 
camera. We now acknowledge not only the degree to which the person 
operating the camera can shape the images that the camera produces, but 
also the important role that individuals involved in editing can play in 
creating the final product an audience views. 

However, if we consider Mead’s statement about An American Family 
as a forecast of the importance and impact of a new visual technology— 
small-format, relatively inexpensive, video—as both a new method of ob- 
servation and a new mode of representing reality on television, we see her 
as very prescient. As film scholar Jeffrey Ruoff notes: “An American Fam- 
ily represents a new stage in filming of everyday lives of ordinary individu- 
als, a landmark in the history of nonfiction film. In its aftermath, the 
American documentary would never be the same.”” It is hard not to see 
in the voyeuristic enthusiasm of the American television audience for the 
real life spectacle and drama provided by An American Family the seed 
of today’s plethora of reality TV programs. 


Mead: The Nonstereotypical Scientist 


In 1957, in the aftermath of the United States’ shock and dismay that the 
Soviet Union had launched a satellite into orbit before it had, Mead and 
her colleague Rhoda Metraux published an article in Science magazine 
titled “Image of the Scientist among High-School Students.” It presented 
the results of a survey they had conducted for the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science that asked students a series of questions 
aimed at finding out what they thought about scientists and what they 
did. Perhaps not surprisingly, Mead and Metraux found that the average 
student thought of a scientist as “a man who wears a white coat and 
works in a laboratory. He is elderly or middle aged and wears glasses . . . 
he may wear a beard. . . he is unshaven and unkempt. He may be stooped 
and tired. He is surrounded by equipment: test tubes, Bunsen burners, 
flasks and bottles, a jungle gym of blown glass tubes and weird machines 
with dials.” 

Students also thought that a scientist “neglects his body for his mind.” 
He also neglects his family: “[he] pays no attention to his wife, never plays 
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with his children. He has no social life ... a scientist should not marry. 
No one wants to be such a scientist or to marry him.” They also thought 
of scientists as “geniuses” who invented or discovered new and better 
products that improved people’s lives. There was also a sense of respect— 
even awe—that students felt toward scientists.” 

Even before C. P. Snow pointed out the great gulf that existed between 
the practitioners of science and literature—a gulf so great that Snow char- 
acterized them as inhabiting two different cultures—Mead and Metraux 
found that students saw scientists as a distinct cultural group.” As the 
high school students’ responses indicate, foremost among these features 
was that a scientist was thought to be a man. 

Mead, however, did not fit the common stereotype of a scientist. In 
fashioning an image of herself as a scientist she adopted some features 
characteristic of the culture of science while defying others, or adapting 
them to her own purposes. For example, she enjoyed being and looking 
like a woman. She liked to dress up, she liked frilly clothes, and she liked 
to wear lipstick and nail polish. Even when doing fieldwork in New 
Guinea she never donned the stereotypical pith helmet and safari gear 
Western cartoonists associated with colonial explorers and anthropolo- 
gists in the jungle (not many anthropologists ever did!), but preferred to 
wear dresses and broad-brimmed hats. Yet while at work in her office at 
the museum she often wore a smock over her regular clothes to keep them 
clean, her symbolic lab coat (although hers were feminized, being either 
bright colors or embroidered with flowers). 

Perhaps because she was an eldest child, perhaps because her parents 
had encouraged her to speak up and to voice her opinions, Mead never 
had any difficulty interjecting her ideas into a debate with male colleagues 
or speaking in front of an audience at a professional meeting. Thus her 
verbal style was never hampered by the quality of reticence associated 
with women, especially when in the company of men.” In fact, Mead 
found the format of the small conference at which an interdisciplinary 
group of scholars gathered to discuss a particular issue to be the ideal 
mode of communication to stimulate new ideas and to generate new 
forms of knowledge.” 

Mead’s ability to defy some aspects of the masculine culture of science 
while easily conforming to others was the result of personal characteris- 
tics as well as her choice of anthropology for her field of research. The 
social sciences in general and anthropology in particular have been char- 
acterized as having cultures that were far more receptive to women than 





Figure 7.4 Mead looking at a diorama of Pere Village as it was when she first 
visited Manus in 1928. The diorama was created in 1971 for the new Hall of 
the Pacific at the American Museum of Natural History. Notice Mead’s plaid 
variation of the traditional, more austere, white scientist’s “lab coat.” 
(Photograph courtesy of Ken Heyman) 
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the “hard” sciences such as physics, chemistry, or biology. As a social 
science, anthropology is viewed by these hard sciences as a “soft science,” 
in terms of research methods and focus of study, and as a “small science,” 
in terms of its impact and the nature of the questions it seeks to answer. 
Because of these qualities, it is also viewed as a rather marginal science. 
At the same time, these qualities have also contributed to the relative 
ease with which women entered the profession. While the media charac- 
terize Mead as a scientist, from the perspective of many practitioners of 
the hard sciences, because she was a social scientist she was an “inferior 
breed” of scientist. 

Nonetheless, the media’s interest in Mead as a scientist, especially as 
an expert on the topic of human behavior, was extensive during her life- 
time—and continues today. It is particularly evident in literature written 
for children and young adults and especially in books intent on presenting 
girls with role models of women in science. Mead contributed to this 
genre herself by writing People and Places, a book about anthropology 
for young adults in which she uses her ethnographic experiences to de- 
scribe the training an anthropologist needs to do field research. First pub- 
lished in 1959, the book was described as “a study for young readers 
of the diverse ways in which human beings have solved their common 
problems.”” With its Boasian emphasis on cultural diversity within a 
basic human universalism (the common problems all humans face and 
the common physiological and psychological characteristics we share as 
human beings) as its underlying message, the book fit perfectly with the 
tenor of cold war era America and its new emphasis on the acceptance of 
cultural difference.!” 

Mead situates anthropology as a science in People and Places by embed- 
ding it within a larger discourse on human curiosity about the natural 
world, a curiosity that gave rise to such sciences as astronomy, geology, 
and physics, as well as speculation about humans in comparison to other 
species—which gave rise to sciences such as linguistics, psychology, and 
anthropology. While People and Places introduced young readers to an- 
thropology as a science, other authors have written books for young read- 
ers that celebrate Mead’s achievements as a pioneering female anthropol- 
ogist and scientist. It is a common narrative about her. For example, in 
Women in Profile: Scientists, Carlotta Hacker includes Mead as one of 
six women scientists she singles out for an extended profile." The intent 
of the book is clearly to celebrate women who have made contributions 


Mead as Scientist 199 


as scientists and to stress how unusual it has been for women to become 
scientists. Yet not all books about Mead emphasize that she is a female 
scientist. Others, such as the Oxford Series in Science simply include her 
as an outstanding scientist.” 

Other books for young adults include Mead as an example of an out- 
standing woman; her status as a scientist is of secondary import. Thus 
Women of Our Time, a series of biographies that focus on the lives of 
twentieth-century women, includes a volume titled Margaret Mead: The 
World Was Her Family.'°? The series aims to provide exemplary models 
for seven- to eleven-year-olds because “today more than ever, children 
need role models whose lives can give them the inspiration and guidance 
to cope with a changing world.” 14 

The titles of other books about Mead in this genre of exemplary, or 
representational (in Emerson’s sense of the term), biography are reveal- 
ing: Margaret Mead: Student of the Global Village, She Never Looked 
Back: Margaret Mead in Samoa, and The Value of Understanding: The 
Story of Margaret Mead. These and other short biographies of Mead 
written for young readers all tend to focus on similar aspects of Mead’s 
life and career, in particular, her early research in Samoa and New 
Guinea.' They also share a common message—that Mead valued the 
diversity of cultures (or diverse ways of being male or female, diverse 
ways of raising children, and so forth) while considering all cultures to 
be part of one great human society. Although Mead is often singled out 
for being a scientist, and in particular, for being a female scientist, she 
is most celebrated as an icon of cross-cultural understanding, cultural 
relativism, and the underlying unity of humankind as a species." 

One book that does not obviously fit into this genre of representational 
literature is the delightfully imaginative children’s picture book, We’re 
Back! A Dinosaur Story. Given high school students’ stereotypic image 
of a scientist as someone who wears a lab coat and is elderly, it is not hard 
to see where artist/author Hudson Talbott came up with his rendition of 
the imaginary Dr. Miriam Bleeb, the grandmotherly heroine who works 
at the American Museum of Natural History. In her white lab coat and 
practical black shoes, Dr. Bleeb is a parodic transformation of Margaret 
Mead, complete with bobbed hair, bangs, and glasses. (Rather than a 
thumb stick, however, Dr. Bleeb walks with cane.) In the story, Dr. Bleeb 
protects the dinosaurs from being harmed by New York’s finest. The po- 
lice want to arrest the dinosaurs for disturbing the peace. In Talbott’s tale 


“Dr. Bleeb,” I said. 
“Thank you for saving us. 
But is it too late to get out 
of this bonus prize?” 





“Not having a good time?” 
she replied. “Aren't you 
just a little curious about this new world? There’s so 
much to learn from each other if you could stay a while, 
and work with us here at the Museum. But you don't 
have to decide right now. Why don't you sleep on it. 
We've got your beds all made.” 


Figure 7.5 Dr. Miriam Bleeb talking to one of the dinosaurs from outer 
space in We’re Back! A Dinosaur’s Story, 1987. (Illustration courtesy of 
Talbot Hudson) 


Mesozoic era; 225-65 million years ago 


The creatures you speak 

of have been extinct for 

a hundred million years. 

| I don’t know who you saw run in here. Perhaps it was 
a publicity stunt for some movie or the Enquirer.” 





Figure 7.6 Dr. Miriam Bleeb talking to New York City policemen as she 
leads them through the Hall of the Dinosaurs at the American Museum of 
Natural History in We’re Back! A Dinosaur’s Story. (Illustration courtesy of 
Talbot Hudson) 
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of alien dinosaurs—the inhabitants of a distant planet who mistakenly 
return to earth where they have the misfortune of landing on present-day 
Manhattan—the prehistoric creatures have become surrogate “primi- 
tives” whose lives need to be protected by a kindly and clever scientist, a 
female scientist who, like the real Dr. Mead, works at the American 
Museum of Natural History. In the end, Dr. Bleeb helps the dinosaurs 
return to their home in outer space. Talbott’s thinly veiled Margaret 
Mead, complete with lab coat and glasses, is yet another permutation of 
Mead as an iconic figure in American popular culture. For some parents 
and grandparents reading We’re Back! to a child, there may be the plea- 
sure of “getting” Talbott’s visual pun about Dr. Miriam Bleeb, while for 
children there is the pleasure and excitement of her heroic deed. In both 
instances, Bleeb/Mead is a kindly maternal figure, wise as well as sly and 
a bit mischievous. 


The Image of Mead as Scientist 


We have considered two interrelated sets of images of Mead as a scientist: 
Mead as a proponent of new forms of visual technology to be used both 
for research and the dissemination of scientific knowledge and Mead as 
a particular type of scientist—a social scientist whose area of expertise is 
the study of human behavior. 

The first set of images is based upon Mead’s interest in new forms of 
visual technology and mass media—photography, cinema, television, and 
video—developed or refined over the course of the twentieth century. 
Thus we saw how Mead came to represent the subfield of visual anthro- 
pology as a result of the extensive and innovative use of film and photog- 
raphy she and Bateson devised for their fieldwork in Bali. Almost twenty 
years later some of this Balinese film footage launched Mead’s television 
career when she appeared on the CBS science series Adventure. In her 
enthusiastic endorsement of the use of video cameras to record everyday 
life in the television documentary An American Family, we see her unal- 
loyed support for the depth and breadth that documentary video could 
provide specialist and lay viewer alike. 

The second set of images includes those that specifically refer to Mead 
as a scientist, in particular as a social scientist and expert on human behav- 
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ior and a female scientist. We saw how the media portrayed her as an 
expert on human sexuality and relished her barbed critique of the first 
Kinsey report and the gullible American public that eagerly consumed it. 
We read how viewers responded to Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Jour- 
nal, seeing in Mead’s description of the changes occurring to the Manus 
Islanders reflections of themselves, their personal histories, and a parable 
about the role that the United States and the United Nations should play 
in helping them develop into twentieth-century societies. Lastly, in books 
written for children and young adults we saw Mead’s iconic role as a 
female scientist and intellectual whose life serves as an inspirational narra- 
tive and model of success for younger generations of women. 

Mead also came to represent scientists who believed in the importance 
of providing scientific information to the populace at large. Despite her 
initial worries about radio and television, she eventually embraced them 
as forms of electronic chautauqua; as a means, that is, of educating the 
populace and thus as useful tools that could nurture participatory democ- 
racy. Much like the venerable nineteenth-century American institution 
of small town tent chautauquas where rural Americans could hear the 
likes of William Jennings Bryan and Booker T. Washington (and its con- 
temporary offshoot, the Chautauqua Institute in upstate New York where 
Mead was a regularly featured speaker), Mead considered radio and tele- 
vision to be useful venues where important contemporary issues and ideas 
could be presented to a popular audience.!!° 

From viewers’ responses to Margaret Mead’s New Guinea Journal and 
her appearances on numerous talk shows, Mead also learned the value of 
television in increasing her recognition. Television was not simply a means 
of reaching a vast number of viewers spread across the nation, it was also 
a way to stimulate individuals to read more of her books or to want to 
hear her speak in person. As she told Rae Goodell: 


Television is the best medium. It is not a good medium for a long substantive 
communication, but the more you are on television, the more others pay 
attention, read your books, come to your lectures. There is nothing like it, 
because television appears to be extremely frustrating. Americans want to be 
in the same room with people and they don’t feel that television puts them 
in the same room. So if they have seen you on television, they read your book 
or they go to a lecture. They drive fifty miles to sit in the back of a hall with 
two thousand people, because they have seen somebody on television." 
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These comments reveal Mead as very media savvy, someone who culti- 
vated the use of television appearances not simply as an end but as a 
means of increasing the circulation of her name and image, as well as her 
ideas. Mead’s emphasis on the value of television to create desire for the 
real person herself, rather than the image of a person on the television 
screen, the simulacra, is perceptive. This process of becoming more widely 
known to the public, of becoming a media celebrity, will be dealt with 
more fully in the next chapter. 


CHAPTER 8 


= 
Mead as Public Intellectual and Celebrity 





Margaret Mead was perhaps the only anthropologist ever to become 
a household word in America. Through her films, best-selling 
books, her column in Redbook magazine, and her counsel to 

world figures, she attained truly international stature. 
—Thinkers of the Twentieth Century, 1983' 


M.o Mead stills remains the only anthropologist to have 
become a household name in America. This chapter looks at examples of 
various media events that contributed to making Mead’s name so recog- 
nizable. They include Mead’s role as a visible scientist—one of a group 
of American scientists who were well known to the general public and an 
early example of the present-day phenomenon of academic and intellec- 
tual superstars; the circulation of Mead’s name, ideas, and image on radio 
and television and in popular middle-class magazines such as Life and 
Redbook; and a grass-roots campaign to launch her as a candidate for 
president of the United States in the 1972 presidential election. These 
examples track Mead’s role as a transitional figure between an earlier 
type of public intellectual and today’s media academics whose fame is 
fanned by the ascendancy of celebrity as an increasingly dominant Ameri- 
can value. We will also see the ways in which the media and the public 
embraced Mead as an American icon who stood for such long-standing 
American values as the American Dream, the importance of the family, 
peace, and freedom of speech. A look at the FBI files kept on Mead, 
however, will also demonstrate the suspicion with which J. Edgar Hoover 
and others regarded her during the cold war era as potentially subversive 
and anti-American. 
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Mead as Visible Scientist 


Visible scientist is a term that communications scholar Rae Goodell first 
used in 1975 to refer to what she identified as a new breed of scientists. 
She observed that visible scientists were quite different in behavior and 
appearance from the public’s popular image of a scientist. They did not 
go around wearing lab coats, for example, nor did they all sport heads of 
unruly hair like Einstein, and they were not all men.? Most important, 
however, was that visible scientists were known not for their discoveries, 
or for their popularization of their particular scientific field of expertise, 
but rather for their activities, in particular, their participation in contro- 
versial contemporary political and social issues. They offered their opin- 
ions and conclusions about a broad range of science-related policy issues 
that included such topics as overpopulation, race and intelligence, drugs, 
genetic engineering, nuclear power, pollution, and arms control. 

Mead was one of several visible scientists Goodell interviewed, includ- 
ing Paul Ehrlich, Linus Pauling, B. F. Skinner, Carl Sagan, Barry Com- 
moner, and William Shockley. Issues upon which Mead spoke before the 
public or testified at congressional hearings included the legalization of 
marijuana, the need for stricter controls over nuclear power plants, racism 
and Black Power, air pollution and the environment, and the generation 
gap.’ She was also a founding member of SIPI (Scientists’ Institute for 
Public Information), an organization that had grown out of the public 
information activities initiated by nuclear physicists involved with the cre- 
ation of the atomic bombs during and after World War II.‘ 

The existence of scientists who spoke out about social and political 
issues was not new; individuals such as Bertrand Russell and Albert Ein- 
stein had assumed the role of public intellectual earlier in the twentieth 
century. What was new was the magnitude of these scientists’ fame and 
public recognition—the fact that they had become “household names.” 
Goodell contends that visible scientists were unique to contemporary elec- 
tronic media. They were the product of the needs and demands of new 
communications media and their audiences who no longer wanted “scien- 
tists as heroes,” as was true of earlier decades, but rather yearned for 
“science-celebrities.”* 

We still have individuals who function as the twenty-first century’s visi- 
ble scientists. There is primatologist Jane Goodall with her concern not 
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only for chimpanzees but also for the endangered African environments 
in which they live, and Pulitzer Prize-winning biogeographer and physiol- 
ogist, Jared Diamond, who like Mead worked extensively in Papua New 
Guinea before turning his attention to the world as a whole. And before 
his death in 2002, evolutionary biologist, writer, and Harvard professor 
Stephen Jay Gould was one of America’s best-known scientists.° During 
their lifetimes Gould and Mead were the best-known scientist of their 
respective disciplines. Both were also committed to conveying complex 
ideas to the general public through writing and speaking clear, non-jar- 
gon-filled, simple prose, and both experienced ambivalence from mem- 
bers of their own disciplines largely as a result of their celebrity status as 
“intellectual superstars.” While some of his peers eulogized Gould as a 
“latter-day Darwin,” like Mead, others dismissed him as “a simple- 
minded popularizer of science.”’ 


Mead: From Public Intellectual to “Academostar” 


Stephen Jay Gould, Margaret Mead, and Jared Diamond are but three of 
a small number of academics who have achieved superstar status within 
their own disciplines and among the general public. Other such individu- 
als include historians Gail Kern Goodwin and Howard Zinn and a pleth- 
ora of scholars from philosopher Judith Butler to African Americanist 
Cornel West. Linguist Noam Chomsky and literary scholar Edward Said 
occupy a slightly different category, as their name recognition or celebrity 
among the general public has been generated as much, or more so, from 
their political activism as from their academic expertise. 

These individuals differ from earlier generations of public intellectuals 
in one important respect: they are all associated with academia. Much 
has been written in the last twenty years about the demise of the inde- 
pendent public intellectual who wrote for the educated reader. While a 
newer breed of academics far outnumbers the traditional public intel- 
lectuals, “since they do not employ the vernacular, outsiders rarely know 
of them.”® 

In response, scholars have described new breeds of intellectuals,’ one 
type of which they have labeled the academostar.'° This new academic- 
cum-celebrity has become more prevalent in recent years as universities, 
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like sports teams and movie producers, have sought to hire stars at 
inflated salaries in order to boost their institutions’ reputations and 
rankings. 

The public intellectual and the academic superstar represent two histor- 
ically specific social roles that intellectuals have played in twentieth-cen- 
tury American society. The public intellectual described by intellectual 
historian Russell Jacoby arose during the first half of the twentieth century 
and included mostly men born during the first two decades of the century. 
(He includes a few exceptional women such as Jane Jacobs and Mary 
McCarthy, as well as Susan Sontag a generation or so later.)!! It was pri- 
marily an urban type. Even more specific, intellectuals were often immi- 
grants to the United States. Most were Jewish, and if they did not already 
start out there, most of them eventually made their way to New York City, 
many of them lived in Greenwich Village or were otherwise considered to 
be bohemians because of their independent lifestyles and iconoclastic 
ideas. They included individuals such as Lewis Mumford and Edmund 
Wilson, critics and polemicists who “deferred to no one.” An important 
freedom their independence afforded them was the ability to critique the 
society at large as they saw it, and to make suggestions as to ways in 
which society could or should change. “In a precise sense,” Jacoby says, 
“they are obsolete.” £ 

Although Jacoby did not include Mead in his discussion of public intel- 
lectuals, she had many of the characteristics associated with them. She 
was born during the period he refers to; she held an independent status 
from a university; she used jargon-free language; she desired to reach out 
to a broad general public; she admired and emulated the role of writer; 
she thrived in her urban location of New York City during exactly the 
period Jacoby refers to; and she brought an oppositional and critical per- 
spective to bear on a broad range of issues. 

I suggest Mead represents a transitional figure between the old-fash- 
ioned intellectual Jacoby is referring to and the new breed of intellectual 
“academostars.” The fact that she was not ensconced in a university al- 
lowed her greater freedom to pursue an iconoclastic career course, as well 
as more latitude to pursue the cultivation of a public persona. It also 
allowed her, in Edward Said’s term, to cultivate her role as an intellectual 
amateur rather than becoming overly concerned with the narrow special- 
ization encouraged by the intellectual professionalization of today." 
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As one of the first academostars, Mead and her fellow visible scientists 
were the prototype for today’s academic celebrities. Her successful en- 
gagement with—indeed, her eager embracing of—the mass media, espe- 
cially radio and television, but also women’s and other popular maga- 
zines, contributed to her transformation into one of the first academic 
superstars. The academic as celebrity replaces an earlier representation of 
the academic as austere, remote, and dispassionate, as well as invisible to 
the public." Instead, a new emphasis on the academic as performer and 
public personality is consistent with the general increase in importance of 
celebrity as a mode of being in our culture. 

The acceptability of the new role has also been reinforced by the new 
entrepreneurial thrust of universities, who see academic stars as useful 
marketing tools. As universities modernized during the course of the 
twentieth century they became increasingly bureaucratized and profes- 
sionalized. This led to universities today being run more like business 
firms with attention paid to the students as customers or clients, rather 
than as guilds with students as apprentices whose minds are to be shaped 
and guided by knowledgeable mentors and masters, as in the past. It has 
also meant that the name recognition of a university—its brand or “trade- 
mark” value—has become increasingly important as a means of “product 
differentiation.” '* One way in which a university increases its name recog- 
nition is by the star academics it attracts to its faculty. It is not so much 
a matter of what the celebrity academic has to say, but simply the name 
recognition of the celebrity that is important to the university as a means 
of attracting students.” 

Academic stardom was aided by the increased mobility of academics 
and the rise of the conference circuit. The increase in professional confer- 
ences has meant that there are more opportunities for fellow academics 
to see one another in action, performing for one another as well as the 
press who cover such events. As Martin Jay has pointed out in his discus- 
sion of female academics such as Gayatri Spivak and Judith Butler, whom 
he calls “performance artists,” there is indeed a performative dimension 
to academia." As Said pointed out, “an intellectual is an individual en- 
dowed with a faculty for representing, embodying, articulating a message 
... to as well as for, a public.” Furthermore, “Not enough stock [has 
been] taken of the image, the signature, the actual intervention and perfor- 
mance, all of which taken together constitute the very lifeblood of every 
real intellectual.” 
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Although the academostar is a relatively recent phenomenon, its roots 
are to be found in the Hollywood star system and the spread of television 
into middle-class American households.” In the past leading scholars may 
have been influential, even famous, within their disciplines, yet they were 
almost always invisible to the public. This began to change with the rise 
of television as a popular medium of information and entertainment. The 
early 1950s were a period in the history of television when a university 
professor could become a television star, as the CBS station in Los Angeles 
learned in 1953 when Frank Baxter, an English professor at the University 
of Southern California, hosted Shakespeare on TV. To the network’s sur- 
prise, the program became a hit throughout the country. In 1954, Baxter 
received two Emmy awards for “most outstanding male performer” and 
“best public affairs program.””! 

Unlike Baxter, Mead was not an immediate television hit after her initial 
appearances on the Adventure program. No one from a television net- 
work sought her out, as they did Baxter, to preside over her own series. 
Her television persona developed over time as she became more at ease 
with the medium. Throughout the 1950s and 60s Mead became known 
to an increasingly broad audience through her frequent appearances on 
commercial television where she was asked to comment on a variety of 
social issues ranging from the changing nature of the American family to 
Jacqueline Kennedy’s role as first lady. 


Making Mead a Celebrity 


After the serendipitous success of Coming of Age in Samoa, Mead began 
to employ the services of a clipping agency to keep track of reviews of her 
books and the appearance of her name in the press.” She did not shy 
away from coverage by the press, well aware of how helpful it could be 
for the sale of her books. Her willingness to give generously of her time to 
journalists was one factor that contributed to her rise as a visible scientist. 
Beginning in 1930 she engaged a literary agent to promote her writing 
for the public.” 

Although Mead’s transformation into a media celebrity began with the 
success of Coming of Age in Samoa and continued with the publication 
of her next two books, it expanded exponentially in the postwar period. 
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Mead embraced every form of mass media available: she gave interviews 
to newspapers, appeared on radio talk shows, and wrote articles or was 
featured in numerous magazines from the New Yorker and the Saturday 
Review to Mademoiselle, Life, and Time. She also appeared in films that 
were televised in the United States and Canada and received worldwide 
attention through a United States Information Agency documentary 
about her.” 

All this media exposure contributed to Mead’s increasing fame, as evi- 
denced by her name appearing in lists such one in the Washington Post 
in 1943 that included her as one of eight “outstanding woman in the 
modern world,” along with Eleanor Roosevelt, Madame Chiang Kai- 
shek, and the Queen of England.” Mead, long an admirer of Eleanor 
Roosevelt, was probably pleased to have been included among such illus- 
trious company.” 

Hope Ridings Miller, the journalist who compiled the list, chose Mead 
because she was “one of the few women who have made their way bril- 
liantly in a man’s world and has become one of the world’s foremost 
anthropologists. Because her business is the study of humanity and she 
has made a sensational success of it and because she is one of the most 
unassuming and yet more engaging persons it has even been my pleasure 
to meet.”?’ Lists such as this one are personal, and thus idiosyncratic, but 
they also have a predictability to them, with specific names appearing 
again and again. Beginning in the 1940s, Miller’s was just one of a number 
of such lists on which Mead’s name began to be included.” 


Ephemera of Fame 


Upon her return from a trip to Europe in February of 1959, Mead at- 
tended a party in Greenwich Village where one of the guests, who worked 
for Modern Screen magazine, mentioned that he had just read about her 
in the Celebrity Service Bulletin, a daily publication that listed the com- 
ings and goings of the rich and famous.” Mead was included along with 
such stars of the entertainment world as Rosemary Clooney, Gary Cooper, 
the McGuire Sisters, Walter Winchell, and Douglas Fairbanks. The entry 
about her said: 


212 Chapter 8 


Arriving in New York from Europe yesterday was the noted author and an- 
thropologist MARGARET MEAD. Here to publicize her new book, An An- 
thropologist at Work (Houghton Mifflin), Miss Mead is recognized as one 
of America’s foremost anthropologists today ... Dr. Mead . . . recently told 
a meeting of the World Federation for Mental Health in Berlin, that utmost 
attention should be directed to the mental health of the world leaders who 
decide the prosperity or disaster of the entire human race. . . . Today, better 
known for her paperbound books and popular lectures than for her latest 
research on anthropology, Dr. Mead became famous at the age of twenty- 
seven with the publication of her first report, Coming of Age in Samoa. Peo- 
ple all over the world were enchanted with the idea of this young woman 
who had gone off alone among the natives of a South Pacific island to see life 
on a lonely and lush patch of land in the sea. By concentrating on children 
she opened to herself and to science a realm of research—the living quarters 
of native women forever barred to men. During the war she returned to this 
country and worked in Washington—developing a new dimension of strug- 
gle, psychological warfare. She then turned to expand her interests to other 
scientific disciplines and new lands—England, France and Australia.’ 


While the bulletin mentions that Mead is an anthropologist and that she 
is returning to New York to publicize her new book, An Anthropologist 
at Work (a biography of Ruth Benedict), whoever wrote the entry thought 
it necessary to say that Mead was better known by the public for her 
“paperbound books and popular lectures than for her latest research on 
anthropology.” Once again we see that by 1959 Mead is being singled 
out not simply because she is an anthropologist but also because she has 
become a well-known author and public speaker. Not so well known, 
however, that it was unnecessary to explain to readers of the bulletin ex- 
actly who Margaret Mead was and what she had initially become famous 
for. However, as the guest from the party remarked to Mead, the bulletin 
gave her more copy than most of their usual “celebrities of the day.” ” 
Crossword puzzles are also useful indicators of a nation’s collective 
(popular) cultural literacy at specific points in time. By 1959, Mead had 
become so widely known to the American public that her name and pro- 
fession were used in a crossword puzzle, a sign, her twelve-year-old 
daughter Mary Catherine had once said, that one was truly famous.” The 
puzzle’s clue asked for “a contemporary anthropologist.”** Crossword 
puzzles, cartoons, and other ephemera of popular culture indicate that by 
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You have really attained distinction 
as the above testifies! 


Tom Park 21/July/1959_ 


Figure 8.1 “Mead” as the answer to the crossword puzzle clue: “Contempo- 
rary Anthropologist,” 1959. (Newspaper unknown. Mead Archives, 
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress) 


214 Chapter 8 


1959 Mead’s reputation—her state of being famous for being famous— 
was sufficiently widespread that her comings and goings were worth being 
noted by a business whose business was celebrity. 


The Rise of Talk Radio: Mead 
and the Martha Deane Show 


While Mead’s initial fame was the result of the success of her books and 
her steady stream of public lectures and articles in the popular press, be- 
ginning in the 1940s her appearance on radio talk shows such as the 
long-running syndicated program the Martha Deane Show extended her 
national renown even further.” 

One of the first nationally broadcast talk radio programs, and one of 
the only shows hosted by a woman, the Martha Dean Show was produced 
in New York City. Between 1941 and 1973, when it ended, Mead ap- 
peared at least once a year on the program, often to promote a new book. 
In 1972, for example, when she published both Blackberry Winter and 
her book Twentieth Century Faith, she appeared on the program twice.” 
Because it was syndicated, listeners all over the country were introduced 
to Mead and her work, as well as to her sense of humor and pithy insights 
into American culture. 


Margaret Mead, Henry Luce, and Life Magazine 


Not only did Mead become a regular contributor to new radio and televi- 
sion programs that were being produced in New York City, she was also 
often featured in many of the mass-circulation magazines published there, 
such as Life and Time. A part of publishing magnate Henry Luce’s Time 
corporation, Luce had started Life in 1936 as a magazine whose aim was 
to be an eyewitness to events great and small through the medium of 
photography. Much has been written about the role Life played in twenti- 
eth-century American culture in reinforcing certain images of an Ameri- 
can way of life that Luce felt beneficial to the nation,” as well as the 
magazine’s use of photography as “a microcosm of the ways in which a 
photographic aesthetic suffused not only the [American] Dream but the 
entire imagery of American modernity.” * 
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Luce originated the concept of “The American Century,” the idea that 
the twentieth century was the period in which the United States became 
the political, economic, social, and technological leader of the world. His 
larger goal with his Time, Inc. publications was to strengthen the Ameri- 
can nation through a celebration of its diversity while at the same time 
uniting that diversity in the name of a stronger nation. He shared this 
goal with Mead.” Luce thought it was important that Americans know 
more about their nation and its diverse regions and ethnicities, and he 
found photography to be a particularly useful medium for this goal. 

Iconoclastic and outspoken, Mead did not fit many of the stereotypes 
Life magazine promoted. Yet her concerns—the nature of the American 
family, the changes in post-World War II American culture, male-female 
relations—caused her to be embraced by magazines such as Life whose 
readers were eager to read what an expert had to say about American 
culture. In fact, the people at Time, Inc. had been tracking Mead for some 
time before she first appeared in Life magazine in 1959. As far back as 
1940, a staff member at Time had written a memo suggesting that Mead 
was someone they should keep an eye on in the future: 


Office Memorandum: Time, Inc. 
To: Thomas Krug 

From: Mary Johnson 

Subject: Margaret Mead 

Date: June 5, 1940 


Apparently well known in the field of anthropology is Margaret Mead who 
is considered by many of the more serious men in the field to have prostituted 
the science by popularizing it in best-selling books. She is attached to the staff 
of the Museum of Natural History and is usually off on one of their junkets. 

Some people were talking about her the other night and she seems to be 
worth a take-out when her next book appears. Not a particularly attractive 
woman she has nevertheless snared three husbands, all fellow-anthropolo- 
gists I believe. 

Suspiciously coincidental to anthropologists is her ability to decide to study 
one particular problem, take a junket to a remote part of the world and in- 
variably find the answer to just that problem. 

Much of the criticism of her from her colleagues is said to be because they 
too would like to make money—but don’t know how.” 


The memo writer is most interested in the controversial aspects of Mead’s 
personality, as well as the innuendos about her that she gleaned 
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from Mead’s fellow anthropologists. The memo shows the role that 
good old-fashioned gossip played in creating and perpetuating some of 
the stereotypes about Mead. Someone said something to someone else at 
a party, or a reception, or a lecture, and down it goes in a memo. It just 
so happens that the writer of this particular memo worked for a major 
national news magazine—one that did eventually pick up on Mead as a 
colorful personality.” 


“Meadisms”: The Original “Sound Bites” 


In 1959, Ken Heyman, a young photographer working for Life, shot pho- 
tographs of Mead to accompany an article about her titled “Close Up: 
Student and Teacher of Human Ways.”” (Heyman had earlier shot the 
iconic image of Mead with a Balinese baby we saw in the Introduction.) 
The focal point of the article was a photograph of Mead seated in a com- 
fortable chair surrounded by a bevy of attentive students, like a mother 
duck with her ducklings. 

The article characterized Mead as “America’s best-known woman sci- 
entist [a description that she probably bristled at as she resented being 
singled out for being a woman] and a shrewd critic of the natives at home 
in the U.S.”* To provide evidence of Mead’s insights into American cul- 
ture—the real purpose of the piece—the article included a section titled 
“Meaty Meadisms about America.” These nuggets of wisdom quote 
Mead on a smorgasbord of topics that range from American mothers 
(“motherhood is like being a crack tennis player or ballet dancer—it lasts 
just so long, then it’s over”) and fathers (“fathers are spending too much 
time taking care of babies”) to leisure (of which Mead said there was not 
enough in contemporary America) and suburbia. An avid proponent of 
cities and the myriad of different ways of life they encompassed, Mead 
criticized suburbia as stunting children’s knowledge of the world: “We’re 
bringing up our children in one-class areas. When they grow up and move 
to a city or go abroad, they’re not accustomed to variety and they get 
uncertain and insecure. We should bring up our children where they’re 
exposed to all types of people.”“ 

These “Meadisms” illustrate why journalists found Mead such a de- 
light to interview, for she was highly quotable. She inevitably came up 
with snappy responses that were often quite novel or sharply critical of 
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Figure 8.2 Mead surrounded by students at International House, Columbia 
University; they are intently focused on what she has to say. The photograph 
was originally published in the “Close-Up” section of Life magazine, 1959. 
(Photograph courtesy of Ken Heyman) 


the status quo. In this Life article, for example, Mead first came out with 
her oft-quoted statement about menopause. In talking about motherhood 
Mead had noted that, “We’ve found no way of using the resources of 
women in the 25 years of post-menopausal zest.”* 

We also see in the Life article the idea that anthropologists not only 
study “primitive,” non-Western societies, but they also have insights into 
their own society. Although this idea had been associated with Mead since 
she first published Coming of Age in Samoa, beginning in the 1960s she 
gradually began to be associated more and more with the analysis of 
American society and the problems of the modern world as a whole. 


Mead and the Problems of the Urban Jungle 


In 1967, Life ran another interview with Mead titled “Close Up: We Must 
Learn to See What’s Really New. ”* Like the earlier Life article about her, 
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the focus of the piece was on what Mead had to say about contemporary 
American culture; it was subtitled, “Margaret Mead’s Sound Insights 
into the Furor over Shifting American Morals.”*” In 1967, the United 
States was now in the midst of the Vietnam War, there were student pro- 
tests on campuses across the nation, and the generation gap had threat- 
ened to split the American family apart. The nation seemed to be divided 
between old and young in a manner that it had not experienced since the 
1920s when parents bemoaned the behavior of their children, especially 
of their young upstart daughters. As in the 1920s, Mead again had much 
to say to the American public about its youth, the generation gap, and its 
changing values.* 

The article introduced Mead by saying that, “Most Americans picture 
her in pith helmet pursuing primitive tribes in the jungles of the South Seas. 
But Dr. Mead’s home base is Manhattan. . . . It is the problems of urban 
jungles and family patterns of sexually liberated modern man—and 
woman—that she and her fellow anthropologists are increasingly called 
upon to examine.”*? Here we see the well-worn trope of “anthropologist 
as explorer” juxtaposed with the image of anthropologist at work in “the 
urban jungle” studying their own cultures’ changing habits. What ap- 
pealed to the editors of Life were Mead’s provocative and original opinions 
that “spoke to both an alarmed older generation and to a restless youth.” 
The article was accompanied by two photographs of Mead, one showing 
her at her desk in her office at the American Museum of Natural History 
studiously reading a text, the other—a rather unusual pose for Mead— 
pictured her seated with a colleague on the rocks that abut the reservoir in 
Central Park, the skyline of Manhattan silhouetted in the background. 
Using the same observational skills she honed “in the field” (represented 
by a small photo of her looking at a decorated skull from the Sepik region 
of New Guinea), Mead is “learning to see what’s really new” in her own 
culture, represented here by the urban world of New York City. 


Mead, Ken Heyman, and Family 


If Life magazine’s photography played an important role in the creation 
of a uniquely American style of twentieth-century modernity, then indi- 
rectly Mead played a role in the creation of that style through her influ- 
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ence on photographer Ken Heyman, who often took photos for the maga- 
zine. Heyman credits Mead with having discovered him and launching 
his career as a photographer.*° They met in 1954 when he was a student 
in an anthropology course Mead taught at Columbia University. He was 
dumbfounded at her interest in him, especially when she invited him to 
accompany her as a photographer on a return research trip she made to 
Bali in 1957.*! 

Heyman not only accompanied Mead on several of her field trips, he 
also collaborated with her on two large-format, coffee-table-style books 
of photo essays, Family (1965) and World Enough: Rethinking the Future 
(1975). Mead wrote the text for both books and Heyman contributed the 
photographs. The title Family evoked that of an earlier book of photo- 
graphs, The Family of Man, based on the hugely successful photography 
exhibition that Edward Steichen had curated at The Museum of Modern 
Art in New York City in 1955.7 

Ten years later, Mead and Heyman published Family. The theme of 
both The Family of Man and Family was the universality of the family as 
a social institution, as well as the metaphorical notion of the exhibition’s 
title that all humans living on earth belong to one extended family. While 
a subtext of The Family of Man, exhibited in the aftermath of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki and during the cold war had been an antinuclear weapons 
message, this part of the exhibition was excluded from The Family of 
Man book. Similarly, Family made no reference to the nuclear threat, and 
it was ostensibly nonpolitical. Instead, it stressed a basic anthropological 
premise—the universality, yet infinite diversity, of the family as the funda- 
mental building block of human society. 

Unlike The Family of Man, whose images were expected to speak for 
themselves, Mead’s text guides one through the images. It was vintage 
Mead, extolling the numerous cultural permutations in the composition 
of the family worldwide, the role grandparents play in families, the roles of 
mothers and fathers, and the joys and frustrations shared among siblings.“ 

Selected as a Book-of-the-Month Club offering, the book club’s blurb 
described Family as a “fascinating sort of world conference” where “the 
guests all seem somehow to know one another, because they have so 
much in common.” To assure the potential reader that the book was not 
just “warm and fuzzy,” the reviewer noted: “there is no treacle about 
‘togetherness’ in Mead’s text. Dr. Mead never was a treacly writer any- 
how, and all those cute youngsters aren’t going to beguile her now. Her 
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writing is generally in the measured tones of a scholar, with Mr. Heyman 
providing a sort of graphic counterpoint, variously amusing, spirited, 
comic, pathetic.” 36 

Family was very much of its time, the period of postwar prosperity and 
the baby boom in the United States, and it also fit with the new postwar 
American ideology of “unity with diversity,” the same message promoted 
by The Family of Man and one that Mead had been promoting for years. 
But Family was published at a moment when the generation gap was begin- 
ning to threaten the very foundations of the American family, providing 
all the more reason perhaps to wax nostalgic about such a fundamental 
institution. And as a Book-of-the-Month Club selection, the book helped 
Mead reach an ever-widening mainstream, middle-class audience.’ 


Mead as Environmentalist and “Earth Mother” 


With the publication of Family, Mead had begun to produce a very differ- 
ent genre of popular work from her earlier ethnographies. Given its cof- 
fee-table format, Family did not pretend to be a scholarly work but was 
intended instead for a very broad general audience. A decade later, Mead 
and Heyman collaborated on a second photo-essay book titled World 
Enough: Rethinking the Future.” In contrast to the basically benign tone 
of Family, the aim of World Enough was to provoke people to think about 
their future and the future of our planet. While Family was grounded 
in a basic anthropological premise about the variability of this universal 
human institution, World Enough, while still reflecting anthropological 
topics (cultural evolution, the role of technology in culture change, and 
the inequities of technological development), was a more polemical and 
didactic book. It was Mead’s clarion call to people to develop alternatives 
to the destructive course she saw humanity currently following. “While 
it is too late to return to the situation of the past,” she said, “it is not too 
late to reverse the ‘wrong turn’ made a quarter of a century ago.” The 
“wrong turn” to which she referred was what she believed to be the mis- 
guided effort of both developed and developing nations since 1945 “to 
solve all the major problems by extending to the poor countries the high 
technology and political centralization of the rich.” Mead felt that we 
needed “to reassess our conceptions of progress, see the world as a fragile, 
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endangered whole, and consider nature’s and our own biological rhythms 
as sources of knowledge.”*? 

What was innovative about World Enough was the decision to present 
Mead’s argument visually. “Seeing” was an important dimension of the 
project, and the book’s aim was “to view the contemporary world, in 
all its complexity, diversity, and rich contradiction, by condensing it to 
manageable size” and by “sharpening the focus of our eyes and 
thought.”® The metaphors of vision, focus, and condensation of the vast 
and complex image of the diversity of the world’s societies was juxta- 
posed with the metaphor of a “macroscopic” view of that diversity 
through the range of images gathered together in the book. The camera 
lens and the ethnographer’s pen could collect a sample of the vast array 
of human diversity and focus the reader’s thoughts on how this intercon- 
nected complexity could be dealt with. However, the pictures and the 
text remained separate from each other, two parallel experiences bound 
together by the uniting covers of the book. 

Although World Enough made little impact on the public when it was 
published in 1975, and has subsequently been all but forgotten, the book 
represented Mead’s increasing involvement with environmental concerns, 
as well as her belief in the value of images and their emotional impact. In 
this respect, World Enough symbolized her role during the 1960s and 70s 
as a “visible scientist” who offered her opinions on a range of environ- 
mental issues and the impact of technology on the quality of human life. 
She attended United Nations conferences on the Environment (Stock- 
holm, 1972) and Urban Settlements (Vancouver, 1975) as a delegate of the 
United States.“ She addressed congressional hearings on nuclear power 
reactors, air quality, and pollution. She participated in groups such as 
the American Rocket Society’s Space Law and Sociology Committee that 
discussed the peaceful use of outer space and argued that social scientists 
should be included in the development of all scientific policies to ensure 
that scientists considered the impact of new technologies on society.” For 
example, since its inception in 1970, she also participated each year in 
Earth Day activities. Wrapped in her cape with her thumb stick in hand, 
her presence at these events added to her Earth Mother image. 

While it has been said that anthropology ceased to be Mead’s main 
focus after World War II, as she increasingly played the broader role of 
public intellectual and visible scientist,® it is more accurate to say that as 
a result of her activities during World War II, Mead transformed herself 
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into a new kind of applied anthropologist, the precursor to today’s public 
anthropologist. In this respect, she was the harbinger of the changes that 
continue to transform the field of anthropology today. One of a group of 
anthropologists who had worked for the government during World War 
II adapting anthropological methods to the study of a range of problems, 
from the rationing of food to psychological warfare, she had to rethink 
anthropology, its methods, and its uses.“ Similarly, her return to Manus 
in 1953 led her to think more broadly about the effects of technological 
change on small-scale third world countries. Rather than simply limiting 
her focus to Manus, however, Mead used the insights she gained there to 
think about technology and cultural change more generally in her activi- 
ties with newly created organizations such as the World Federation for 
Mental Health and the United Nation’s UNESCO project on technology 
and change.® Thus, by the time Mead came to write the text for World 
Enough, she had been thinking about and observing the impact of tech- 
nology on cultural change for over twenty years. Although the format for 
presenting her ideas might be new, for Mead, what she was doing was 
still anthropology. 


Redbook Magazine: 
Mead’s Grandmotherly “Expert Advice” 


From 1965 until her death in 1978, Mead wrote a monthly column for 
the popular women’s magazine Redbook that brought her name and her 
ideas to another significant sector of American society: young, primarily 
college-educated, married women in their twenties and thirties. Writing 
for popular magazines was nothing new for Mead; she had done so from 
the very beginning of her academic career. Also during the 1920s and 30s, 
Mead had often been the subject of articles in women’s magazines and 
on the “women’s pages” in newspapers that sought material about young 
women who were doing new and exciting things. 

When Mead agreed to become a monthly columnist for Redbook, she 
was also following in the tradition of other opinionated and worldly 
women such as Eleanor Roosevelt and foreign correspondent Dorothy 
Thompson.” She was joined at Redbook by her longtime friend, Benjamin 
Spock, who contributed his own monthly column to the magazine.” The 
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editors of Redbook, especially Sey Chassler, editor-in-chief of the maga- 
zine from 1965 until 1981, and his predecessor Robert Stein, saw them- 
selves as publishing a magazine that was different from the long-standing 
women’s magazines such as Mademoiselle, Glamour, McCall’s, or the La- 
dies’ Home Journal. Chassler considered Redbook to be less conservative 
politically and more willing to take risks in publishing controversial mate- 
rial than these other women’s magazines.® 

Although she began to write for Redbook late in her career (she was 
sixty-four when her first column appeared), it was also a propitious mo- 
ment. During the mid-1960s and 1970s, American society was in the 
throes of several major social upheavals—the civil rights movement, the 
antiwar movement, the women’s liberation movement, the Black Power 
movement—and magazines such as Redbook felt they could not simply 
defend the status quo. Instead, through the columns that Mead wrote, as 
well as through the polls the magazine conducted, Redbook attempted to 
offer a range of ideas and information about what readers and experts 
such as Mead and Spock thought about issues of current import. Their 
practice of polling readers began in 1960 as the result of the enormous 
number of responses they received when they asked them to write about 
their feelings of discontent with their role as housewives.” Redbook went 
on to poll readers on abortion, sex, the media’s representation of women, 
and the women’s movement. Using a social science firm to analyze the 
data, they then published the results in the magazine. 

Chassler, although part of the old guard—in the sense that the editor- 
in-chief of a women’s magazine was still a man (this changed in the 
1980s)—was politically progressive and concerned about women’s rights. 
He even credits himself with having pushed Mead further in her own 
acceptance of the feminist movement. “In the beginning,” he said, “I think 
if you’ve read some of Mead’s books you know that she dealt with the 
differences between men and women [by] arguing for a full world for 
each and equal contributions from each. She therefore did not want, at 
least I’ve always felt this, to confuse the argument by pushing women 
forward at the rate that the more active feminists were doing it at the 
time. But she came around.”” 

Chassler served on the committee that organized the first National Con- 
ference of Women, working alongside Bella Abzug and Shirley Chisholm. 
Indeed, it was Chassler who suggested that Mead be asked to be the key- 
note speaker at the convention, and it was he who helped persuade her 
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to participate in the event. “There was a period,” he said, “when Mead 
saw the ERA [Equal Rights Amendment] as simply a wistful symbol, but 
she came around to be a very strong advocate about three years before she 
died, and made a rousing speech at the National Conference of Women in 
Houston in 1977. That was one thing about Margaret—she would insist 
on not changing her mind, but she changed her mind when she was con- 
vinced.””' In contrast to images of Mead as a champion of the feminist 
movement that often circulated in the media, Chassler gives us an image 
of Mead as someone who was cautious about the women’s liberation 
movement as it developed during the 1960s and 70s, only slowly coming 
around to accepting aspects of it rather late in her life. 

Mead’s Redbook column offered a forum where she could express her 
ideas and opinions about a wide range of issues, not all of which were 
confined to the sphere of “women’s issues” or “domestic issues,” and 
most of which were infused with her anthropological brand of cultural 
relativism.” She chose topics in consultation with Chassler and Rhoda 
Metraux, her colleague and longtime companion.” To be sure, Mead used 
the column to advertise her own projects, such as Margaret Mead’s 
New Guinea Journal, but she also listened to the Redbook readers, an- 
swering letters she received in response to her columns and following 
suggestions to write about specific issues. And she tried out new ideas. 
Her Redbook column, for example, was where she first wrote about 
curtailing the development of nuclear energy. Chassler remembers that he 
received a considerable amount of criticism for publishing that particular 
column: “There was a big fight on the matter of nuclear energy. The chief 
lobbyists threatened us with getting major advertisers to stop running ads 
in the magazine, General Electric, for example. But we didn’t back down. 
Mead originally took up the idea in the late 1960s for us and then we 
followed with other pieces.” 

As we saw earlier, it was also in Redbook that Mead published her first 
and only piece about bisexuality.” “Today,” Mead wrote, “the recogni- 
tion of bisexuality, in oneself and in others, is part of the whole mid-20th 
century movement to accord to each individual, regardless of race, class, 
nationality, age or sex, the right to be a person who is unique and who 
has a social identity that is worthy of dignity and respect.”” Not many 
women, feminist or not, were able to publish such open-minded—indeed 
radical at the time—statements in a mainstream women’s magazine. 
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The fact that Mead published provocative and challenging pieces in a 
popular magazine such as Redbook added to her credibility with many 
liberal middle-class Americans that she was a progressive, yet moderate, 
voice of wisdom during a period when Americans both young and old 
were unmoored and searching for answers. The grandmotherly figure 
of Dr. Mead (coupled with the equally grandfatherly, paternal figure of 
Dr. Spock) provided Redbook’s young married women, the predomin- 
ant readership of the magazine, a source of sage advice and a comfort- 
ing as well as thought-provoking voice—but one that was not that of 
their mothers! 


“Urge Dr. Mead to Run for President” 
—Courier-Post, Camden, New Jersey, April 2, 19717 


Perhaps the best insight into how Mead was perceived by liberal Ameri- 
cans in her later years is an attempt to draft Mead to run for president in 
the 1972 election. In 1971, Mrs. Mildred Rogers Crary, a former journal- 
ist and wife of a Washington, DC bureaucrat, launched a grass-roots cam- 
paign to get Mead to run. At the time, Richard Nixon was the incumbent 
president. Disgusted over Nixon’s first campaign, the nation was increas- 
ingly divided over the war in Vietnam. 

Mildred Crary had never even met Margaret Mead. But, dissatisfied 
with Nixon and the course of the nation during his presidency, Crary 
drafted a letter that called on American citizens to write to Mead and 
ask her to become a candidate for president in the 1972 election. She 
sent copies of her letter to newspaper editors throughout the United 
States, and local papers across the country published it. Crary’s reasons 
for trying to draft Mead were varied, but foremost among them was 
Mead’s image: “Candidate Mead,” Crary wrote, “will not need an 
‘image’ manufactured by Madison Avenue, because her ‘image’ is already 
clear and well known. Her ‘image’ is ‘the real thing,’ not a hypocritical 
put-on at all.”” 

The issue of image was important in the 1972 presidential election be- 
cause the American public had been astonished to learn that both presi- 
dential candidates had used public relations firms in the 1968 presidential 
campaigns. Joe McGinniss, a young journalist from the Philadelphia En- 
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Figure 8.3 Cartoon of “Mead for President” that accompanied Mildred 
Rodgers Crary’s letter to the editor published in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 
April 7, 1971. (Courtesy Mead Archives, Manuscript Division, Library 

of Congress) 


quirer, published The Selling of the President in 1969. The book was 
McGinniss’s account of the role PR men, former television producers, 
and admen from Madison Avenue had played in shaping Nixon’s 1968 
campaign strategy and the manipulation of his TV image.” While we take 
this practice for granted today, in 1969 people were outraged that candi- 
dates were being packaged and sold to the public by Madison Avenue. 
Hence, Mrs. Crary’s emphasis on Mead’s image as “the real thing.” 

In a backhanded reference to Nixon’s penchant for changing his posi- 
tion on difficult or controversial issues, Crary pointed out that Mead was 
“possessed of a firm and organized basic philosophy and an integrity 
which will preclude wishy-washy shifts with political winds.”® Then in 
order to substantiate Mead’s ability to be the head of state, Crary cites 
Mead’s decades of work as an anthropologist as evidence of her “pro- 
found knowledge of human relations, the basis of politics,” as well as her 
ability to organize and successfully carry out scientific expeditions “to the 
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far corners of the earth.” She also felt that Mead’s extensive contact with 
peoples and governments all over the world would be invaluable in the 
conduct of foreign affairs.*! 

Finally, and this seems to lie at the heart of Crary’s promotion of Mead 
as a presidential candidate, Mead could “restore a bit of dignity to the 
office of President—or at least to the office of candidate for the President 
and to the campaign itself, a dignity sorely lacking nowadays.” Only after 
having enumerated these substantial qualifications does Crary refer to the 
fact that Mead is a woman. Summing up her argument, she said that 
Mead’s candidacy would “benefit from the reputation which she has al- 
ready earned, from the respect she generates in both old and young, and 
from her appeal to both intellectuals and the common people. In short, 
Margaret Mead can win.” 3 

Mrs. Crary’s campaign to launch public support for Mead’s candidacy 
did cause a number of people to write to Mead urging her to run for 
president. As the following letters demonstrate, for these individuals 
Mead represented the virtues of honesty, kindness, and all that was good 
in America: 


Dear Margaret: 

Please run for President next year! The White House needs some one honest 
and kind like you. You stand for all that is good in America. Like the Ameri- 
can Dream. For the sake of the nation, Margaret, run for President in 1972. 
Sincerely, 

Al Mattera® 


Dear Margaret, 

... It really doesn’t matter to me which ticket you run under—I’m voting for 
you no matter what. IIl be 18 years old on October 1... . We need somebody 
like you in Washington. Women’s Lib is for you, youth is for you, ecologists 
are for you, doves (like me) are for you. How can you lose? Even the Lord is 
for you (I just asked him). So, the only real way you can be defeated is if 
you don’t run! Margaret—for the sake of the Nation—I BEG you to run for 
President next year. Thank you! 

Sincerely and faithfully, 

John Gillerlair, 

Philadelphia, Pa.™ 
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For this second writer, Mead’s opposition to the Vietnam War and her 
antiwar stance was important.® 

Mead wrote a letter in response to Crary’s write-in campaign that was 
also carried by many newspapers. She said that even if she was asked by 
a large number of Americans she would not run for president because she 
felt that she could do more good for the country as a nonpartisan activist 
for the cause of peace. Moreover, she wrote, “I take political life seriously. 
I think a candidate must spend a lifetime apprenticeship, and I’ve been 
doing other things.” ** 

Although Mead declined to be considered as a presidential candidate 
(a victorious election would have been a long shot anyhow), Crary’s sup- 
port of Mead and that of others provide insight into the public’s view of 
her in the early 1970s, or at least the perspective of the antiwar, anti- 
Nixon element of the American public. Their letters present clear state- 
ments of what some liberal-minded Americans felt Mead represented— 
integrity, lack of pretense and dissemblance, maturity, wisdom, and the 
American Dream—as well as what they felt was lacking in American lead- 
ership at the time. Although Crary’s movement to get Mead to run for 
president never got off the ground, the fact that she chose Mead as an 
alternative to the traditional male Republican and Democratic candidates 
was indicative of new ways of thinking about American democracy and 
the political process among mainstream, middle-class Americans, as well 
as the extent to which some Americans were disillusioned and frustrated 
with the status quo. The fact that Mead was female was incidental in 
Crary’s mind. “Mead,” she said, “can run for President as an individual, 
a learned, well known and loved person, who incidentally is a woman. 
Without depending or harping on feminism at all, she can do much to 
foster respect for women in public office just by demonstrating her capa- 
bilities as a human being.”*” She also represented integrity, industri- 
ousness, and intelligence, all qualities Crary and others felt should be asso- 
ciated with the role of the president. 

Of course, there were many Americans both conservative and liberal 
who would have been opposed to Mead had she actually become a presi- 
dential candidate. Some of them who were of the more liberal persuasion 
would have opposed her not because of her politics, with which they 
might have been sympathetic, but because they were not impressed with 
her popular wisdom, which they found either simplistic or inane. One 
such critic was David Cort. His explanation for why so many Americans 
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were enthralled by Mead was that we longed for a Mother Figure.** Well 
before Crary’s actual bid to draft Mead, he wrote a satirical piece about 
“Mead for President” that was accompanied by a drawing of a young, 
prim, schoolmarmish Mead dressed in a conservative scholarly looking 
skirt and jacket, complete with Mead’s signature eyeglasses and bobbed 
hair. The piéce de résistance was a small shrunken head that she dangled 
in one hand pendulum-like from a tuft of long hair. 

In addition to individuals such as David Cort, there was also a group of 
antiwar activist anthropologists who will never forgive Mead for the stance 
she took in support of several anthropologists working in Thailand who 
were denounced by members of the American Anthropological Association 
for the role they had played during the Vietnam War as informants for the 
CIA in Southeast Asia.” And on the right there was J. Edgar Hoover, then 
head of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and other political conserva- 
tives who viewed Mead as dangerous because of her antiwar stance and 
her progressive views on everything from sex and marriage to marijuana. 


Mead and the FBI 


The files on Mead kept by the Federal Bureau of Investigation began in 
1941 and continued until 1975, just three years prior to her death. They 
were started because Mead needed clearance to help with the war effort 
by working in Washington for the National Research Council as secretary 
of the Committee on Food and Nutrition. (She initially did not receive 
clearance because her husband Gregory Bateson was considered an 
“alien” as he was a British citizen.””) Over the course of a decade Mead 
was interviewed five more times for government-related jobs for which 
she needed to undergo Loyalty of Government Employee investigations.”! 

Files on Mead between 1949 and 1954 indicate that as McCarthyism 
escalated in the United States, the FBI delved ever deeper into Mead’s 
activities, questioning the politics of even such seemingly innocuous orga- 
nizations as the Foster Parents’ Plan for War Children (which Mead said 
she had joined because the organization supported and published the 
work of Dr. Anna Freud on the effects of war trauma on children), the 
Institute for Pacific Affairs (which the California Committee on Un-Amer- 
ican Activities cited as a Communist front organization), and the United 
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Figure 8.4 Illustration for David Cort’s article “Mead for 
President,” Monocle magazine, 1963. (Illustration by Paul Davis. 
Courtesy Jane Howard Archives, Rare Book and Manuscript 
Library, Columbia University) 
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China Relief (an organization author Pearl Buck had invited her to join 
in 1942). When asked if she had known that the organization was a Com- 
munist front, she said that she had thought the fact that Henry R. Luce 
and John D. Rockefeller where on the board of directors would have been 
sufficient evidence that the organization was not run by Communists.” 

Reading page after page of FBI reports that repeatedly question the 
purpose and politics of such organizations one gains insight into the fears 
and suspicions that pervaded Washington, DC during the McCarthy era. 
But we also see how Mead learned to handle these investigations with a 
combination of forbearance and pique. For example, a detailed letter she 
wrote to the FBI in 1953 from Pere village in New Guinea shows that she 
had learned by then what aspects of her activities and background raised 
suspicion or confusion among FBI investigators. Mead went to great 
lengths to aid the investigators in their work, hoping to expedite the pro- 
cess, while trying to impress upon her interrogators the benign yet person- 
ally very important nature of her research. She was requesting govern- 
ment clearance so that she could serve as a U.S. representative to a meeting 
of the United Nations World Health Organization on “The Psychobiolog- 
ical Development of the Child”: 


October 15, 1953 

(Written by Dr. Margaret Mead from the primitive village of Peri, Manus, 
Territory of Papua and New Guinea via Sydney, Australia. Recopied in her 
New York office.) 

These forms will have to be filled out in the inappropriate bustle of a primitive 
village, interrupted by requests to come and pull people out of fainting fits 
from cerebral malaria, or revive someone who had made an unsuccessful at- 
tempt at suicide, or to negotiate with wild-eyed bush people for enough fruit 
for my next meal. It is obviously a perfectly abominable place to try to fill out 
forms—and the time is short because I am so far from civilization, eight hours 
at least by small native canoe from the government station. But I do want very 
much to go to the conference, for which this clearance is required. It is the 
most important conference in my field, and the matters that come up there 
will shape my work for several years to come. Part of the work that Iam doing 
here in New Guinea is designed for this conference—on the Psychobiological 
Development of the Child, and it is going to be pretty disappointing to have 
done all this work, endured all the privations and vexation of living on 
smoked fish in a native village, and then not to be able to present my material. 
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She continues: 


It seems to me that the least I can do, in getting these forms in late, and it 
being the sort of clearance it is—filled with little known words and small, 
obscure scientific endeavors—is to provide as many clues as possible to make 
the work of the investigator easier . . . 

After I have done all this, the investigator will probably wish that some- 
body else had been handed this one, and I don’t blame him a bit. At the same 
time, if the leads I give are followed, a great many of these things can be 
checked by methods which are easier than those often used by investigators 
who have to deal with so many kinds of people that they never have time to 
perfect all the appropriate short cuts.” 


It is obvious that Mead is pulling out all the stops when she describes 
herself filling out these forms in the remote “primitive” village of Pere, in 
between thwarting suicides and attacks of malaria, at least eight hours 
away (by small native canoe no less!) from civilization. At the same time, 
she wants to appear sympathetic and helpful to the investigators who will 
have to deal with her case (although it is also clear that she considers the 
whole thing to be an incredible imposition on her and a waste of every- 
one’s time—hers as well as the poor investigators). This is pure vintage 
Mead at her most manipulative and, at the same time, ingratiating best. 
In the end, she was allowed to attend the conference. On the five different 
occasions that Mead was interviewed by the FBI and other government 
agencies, she always received clearance for her government employment. 
However, the FBI continued to be interested in Mead because she had 
been studying the Soviet Union, even though this study had been con- 
ducted “at a distance,” using Russian informants currently living in the 
United States. When her former supervisor for the project, which had 
been conducted for the RAND Corporation, was asked to testify on her 
behalf, he stated that the results of her study were published in her book, 
Soviet Attitudes towards Authority (1951) and that “since the book was 
critical of the Soviet system that surely was testimony to Dr. Mead’s anti- 
Communist attitude.””4 

Repeatedly, individuals who knew Mead were asked to testify on behalf 
of her loyalty to the United States and to American democracy, which 
they always answered affirmatively.” And yet the files also include allega- 
tions that stem as far back as 1933 that “one Margaret Meade [sic], of 
New York City, was a communist and a secretary of the League of Home- 
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less Women.” “This information,” the report states, “was obtained from 
the August 18, 1933 issue of the Daily Worker, a Communist newspaper.” 
The report concludes by saying that, “No other substantiating informa- 
tion was developed in this connection in this investigation.” 

In the reports from the 1960s, more immediate concerns about Mead 
stemmed directly from her antiwar activities as well as other controversial 
positions she took during that turbulent decade. A detailed report from 
November 8, 1962, gives an account of how a Special Agent (SA) of the 
FBI had ascertained that Mead had traveled to Montreal, Canada, to de- 
liver a speech advocating world peace as part of a conference held in 
conjunction with Women for International Cooperation Year. The SA had 
obtained the information “telephonically,” that is, by placing a call to the 
“subject’s secretary under a guise of a student interested in subject’s ef- 
forts on behalf of world peace.”” 

One of the final entries in the files is a letter sent from a resident of 
Bronxville addressed to the president of the National Broadcasting Cor- 
poration, with a copy sent to J. Edgar Hoover, dated October 29, 1969. 
The author stated his objections to NBC, having presented Mead’s testi- 
mony to a congressional committee in which she gave evidence favoring 
the use of “pot.” “This was a real shocker,” the letter writer proclaimed, 
as, “in short, the presentation in question indirectly condoned the use of 
‘pot’ by the youth of this country.” The letter concluded with the state- 
ment: “The audio and audio visual news media, by gearing itself to the 
ultra-left and presenting editorial matter as news is abusing its privileges 
under the constitution and causing a polarization of thinking that is al- 
ready leading to extremism right and left and could ultimately lead to 
revolution.” 

Such accusations of the news media’s “left-wing politics” are not new, 
and the letter writer was not the only individual to be shocked by Mead’s 
testimony—the governor of Florida, disapproving of Mead’s condoning 
of marijuana, called her “a dirty old lady.””? At a time when the Students 
for a Democratic Society were bombing government facilities and campus 
protests were shutting down universities across the country, Mead was 
far from radical in her politics. However, the fact that the letter writer 
sent a copy of his letter to the FBI, who dutifully filed it away in their 
Mead files along with other reports of Mead’s attendance at antiwar ral- 
lies in New York, her televised conversations with “Negro” author James 
Baldwin,! and her attempts to bring about an exchange of Soviet and 
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American children in an effort to convince parents—and the govern- 
ments—of both the USSR and the United States that cooperation and 
disarmament was the sanest and healthiest choice for the future citizens 
of both countries,®™! demonstrates that a conservative segment of the 
American public—and the government—continued to view Mead’s lib- 
eral politics and activities with suspicion. No wonder Mead had been 
content to stay out of presidential politics, rightly arguing that she was 
more effective if she did not hold an elected office. 


Mead’s Celebrity, or “Mead as Mead” 


Although Mead received many awards and honorary degrees during her 
life, there was one award that eluded her: the Nobel Peace Prize. She once 
voiced her disappointment, to a former student, in having been over- 
looked for the prize.!° While on the one hand one might see her desire to 
receive the prize as hubris, on the other hand it was not unreasonable 
for her to have aspired to receive it. She had achieved a level of interna- 
tional fame and recognition for her work as an anthropologist and as a 
humanitarian that put her in the running for the award; her fellow “visible 
scientist,” Linus Pauling, had received the prize in 1962, and individuals 
or organizations associated with the United Nations had also been fa- 
vored as laureates.! Moreover, her desire for this particular prize also 
reveals what was important to her and her image of herself: to have made 
an effort toward ensuring that human beings and human society would 
continue in the future; to have worked toward achieving some small mod- 
icum of peace among warring nations and peoples, and to have done so 
with the tools of anthropology, the discipline she had championed 
throughout her career. 

At the American Museum of Natural History in New York the exhibi- 
tion about Mead at the entrance to the Hall of the Peoples of the Pacific— 
a hall that Mead had originally designed—highlights her public persona. 
Along with other Mead memorabilia, such as the Presidential Medal of 
Honor that she received posthumously from President Jimmy Carter, 
there is a mannequin draped in one of her red wool capes with a thumb 
stick nearby. A placard notes that if Mead wanted to escape being recog- 
nized on the street, she said that all she had to do was not wear her cape 
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Figure 8.5 Margaret Mead’s signature cape and thumb stick on 
display outside the Hall of the Pacific, American Museum of 
Natural History, May 2007. (Photograph by the author) 
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or carry her thumb stick. Mead’s celebrity—like celebrity in general— 
was based in part on her personal style and eccentricity. Paradoxically, 
Mead was also liked by the media and the public precisely because she was 
considered not to be contrived or eccentric, but because she was always 
herself—or was perceived to be so.’ As her colleague Martha 
Wolfenstein had said about Mead, “She’s really a marvelous movie actress 
... which isn’t acting but being yourself.” 1% 

The idea of people playing themselves is not unique to movies or televi- 
sion. As Wendy Doniger, a scholar of mythology and religion, has written, 
the theme of self-imitation is found in the myths and literature of many 
different cultures throughout history. Especially as people age it is not 
uncommon for them to become caricatures of themselves, consciously 
attempting to give the people who known them well the version of them- 
selves that they expect. This practice of self-impersonation is even more 
common among people who are famous and well known to the public. + 
Thus, as Mead became better known to the American viewing public, 
people expected a certain kind of behavior from her, as well as a certain 
image. And the person Mead became best at performing was herself. 

We have seen ways—both large and small—in which Mead and the 
media capitalized on certain of her attributes and accomplishments so 
that over the course of the twentieth century her celebrity increased. I 
have suggested that Mead was one of the last independent public intellec- 
tuals, a type associated with the first half of the twentieth century, and 
also the first of a new type of celebrity academic, or “academostar,” that 
has become increasingly prevalent today. Using Rae Goodell’s category 
“visible scientist,” we have seen Mead as an exemplar of the type of 
media-savvy intellectual who was willing to speak out on a range of so- 
cial, scientific, and political issues beyond her immediate area of expertise 
at a time when the public increasingly desired such individuals. 

In Mead’s case, we can see very clearly that the confluence of different 
forms of mass media—magazines, newspapers, radio, and especially tele- 
vision—played a crucial role in the escalation of her fame. It was a condi- 
tion that Mead thrived in. She worked hard at maintaining her fame: 
writing, lecturing, appearing before congressional hearings, and partici- 
pating in meetings, conferences, and symposia. She was also very media 
savvy in her creation of a particular image, one that fit her body type, her 
age, and her personality. 
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But Mead also believed that anthropology should be of interest and of 
use to everyone. She thought that the interdisciplinary nature of her re- 
search, the fact that she collaborated with psychologists and psychiatrists, 
nutritionists, child development and education specialists, sociologists, 
urban planners, and theologians, also made her work appealing to the 
public. She attributed her foresight or ability to discern and anticipate 
what issues would be of vital interest and concern to people to her acute 
powers of observation and a particular worldview. When she traveled to 
different countries or parts of the United States to attend conferences or 
give talks, she said, “I pay attention. I think I see more of what’s happen- 
ing. Most scientists most of the time are pretty busy with their own mate- 
rial, and they go to another country, meet the chemists there or the physi- 
cists there, and they don’t look at the whole country.” 1 Finally, she said 
(one suspects she said it with a mischievous twinkle in her eye), “I make 
much better newspaper copy as a woman than I would as a man.” 18 

Mead was aware of how important her gender was to her success. But 
that was not all; as Goodell noted: “For the public and the press, Mead 
had a remarkable and successful combination of ingredients: she was 
readable, relevant, colorful, controversial. Journalists were quick to ap- 
preciate these characteristics, which have matured and magnified over the 
years, as she continues to lecture, write, and speak out in the press on 
a variety of issues, changing topics with changing times.”!” Goodell’s 
observations are underscored by David Dempsey in a 1970 profile of 
Mead for the New York Times Magazine: “Unlike most of her colleagues, 
who bury themselves in the tribal customs of primitive man, Mead is 
visible, a willing plunger into modern social controversy who projects 
herself as a prophetess on almost every subject that concerns the human 
condition. To a society troubled by its own shifting folkways, and hungry 
for guidance in coping with them, she is a poor man’s anthropologist.” +° 
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The Posthumous Mead, or Mead, 
the Public Anthropologist 


I have been publicly discussed, lambasted and lampooned, lionized 
and mythologized, called an institution and a stormy petrel .. . 
—Margaret Mead! 


Death, the cliché assures us, is the great leveler; but it obviously 
levels some a great deal more than others. 
—Alden Whitman, obituary writer, New York Times? 


D. was the major event in Mead’s life that she was not able 
to control. Her fame, hard work, intelligence, the unfinished projects 
waiting for her, all these things were supposed to protect her from the 
inevitable. She was not ready to die and she was angry at the prospect of 
dying.’ However, after several months of illness she died of pancreatic 
cancer on November 15, 1978. Her death was announced nationwide on 
evening news broadcasts, and soon after obituaries, appreciations, and 
editorials about her appeared in newspapers throughout the country. 
These offer more images of Mead. In reading her obituaries today it is 
apparent that many of them took their lead, as well as much information, 
from the obituary Alden Whitman wrote for Mead that appeared on No- 
vember 16 on the front page of the New York Times.‘ 

Whitman described Mead as “not only an anthropologist and ethnolo- 
gist of the first rank but also something of a national oracle on other 
subjects ranging from atomic politics to feminism. ”* The following week, 
Elizabeth Peer also described Mead as an oracle in Newsweek: “For 50 
years Margaret Mead was the world’s most visible—and most vocal— 
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anthropologist. Her research into primitive societies cast light on our 
own, and when she died last week at 76, she had become a national oracle 
with her unpredictable and peppery views on every issue from nuclear 
family to nuclear war.”® Anthropologist Clive Kessler elaborated on the 
oracle image, saying, “She became a public or national institution, a secu- 
lar oracle, a modern sphinx, invoking her anthropological understanding 
to pose the riddles of her own discordant culture.”” 

In addition to the image of Mead as oracle or prophet, another image 
in a New York Times editorial was Mead as “Grandmother to the World,” 
a variation on the theme of Mead as “Mother to the World” that Time 
magazine had initiated a decade earlier. However, when Time ran its own 
obituary for Mead, it had adjusted its description of her accordingly, now 
calling her “fond grandmother to the global village.”? The New York 
Times began its editorial with a description of Mead: “Draped in her 
grandmotherly shawl, brandishing her staff, she would command atten- 
tion—and admonish an errant world to mend its ways.” Noting that she 
was probably the best known scientist in contemporary America, it gave 
the following insight into her renown: “Journalists who visited her clut- 
tered office at the American Museum of Natural History found her com- 
pulsively quotable . . . with the advent of electronic journalism, she mas- 
tered the two-minute interview and talk show banter.”'° 


Mead as “Global (American) Citizen” 


In addition to the epithet “grandmother to the global village,” the press 
also labeled Mead a “citizen of the world,” in part because she had spent 
so much of her life living in and studying cultures other than her own. 
They also did so because she had been an internationalist who, along 
with other women such as Eleanor Roosevelt and author Pearl Buck, had 
championed the creation of the United Nations and the United States’ 
support of it. And they did so because Mead had been global in her vision, 
seeing postwar nations new and old becoming ever more interconnected 
in terms of economics, technology, communication, travel, and social in- 
stitutions. Even her interest toward the end of her life in human settle- 
ments, housing, and urban planning had a global perspective as she con- 
sidered the significance that the majority of the world’s population now 
lived in cities." 
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Mead’s death occurred within a week of that of another well-known 
American, the painter Norman Rockwell. Reflecting on this coincidence, 
Guy Wright, a columnist for the San Francisco Examiner, wrote an edito- 
rial that contrasted these two very different individuals and their contribu- 
tions to American society. On the surface, Wright said, the two of them 
had little in common: “Rockwell was an unassuming giant. Dr. Mead 
enjoyed her towering fame. She used it to ‘give the country a scolding,’ 
as she put it, when she felt one was needed.” Rockwell was famous 
for his realistic paintings that showed an idealized, often romanticized, 
America, paintings that had appeared on the cover of the weekly maga- 
zine Saturday Evening Post during the Great Depression and throughout 
World War II. As Wright suggested, Rockwell’s paintings “showed us how 
we were supposed to be.” £ 

In contrast, Mead had left the United States for long sojourns in the 
South Pacific in order to “show us that the American Way isn’t the only 
way at a time when we needed a lesson in tolerance.” The similarity be- 
tween Rockwell and Mead, according to Wright, was the role each played 
as social commentator. Working in quite different ways, they were “curi- 
ously complementary in what they contributed.” 

Implicit in Wright’s description of Mead is the image of her as a scold- 
ing mother seeking to discipline her sometimes-unruly children—the 
American public—and to set them on the right track by reminding us 
that we were not the only “kids on the block.” For Wright, at least, 
Mead symbolized a curb on our ethnocentrism and a reminder of Ameri- 
ca’s need to be tolerant of the way of life of others, both at home and 
abroad. But also, Wright seems to imply, underlying Mead’s harangues 
was a benevolent maternal affection for her country and her desire for 
America to improve itself. As he points out, Mead “showed us hidden 
realities in our lives, often painful realities. But she wasn’t just twisting 
the knife. By turning to cultures of the South Pacific for comparisons and 
contrasts, she helped us to understand and accept ourselves, maybe even 
improve ourselves.” 

Mead also died within a week of Janet Flanner, a journalist for the 
New Yorker who was the magazine’s longtime Paris correspondent." 
Newspaper columnist Paul Greenberg wrote an editorial commenting on 
the loss of these two remarkable women. The connection he saw between 
them was that they were both “writers whose descriptions of other cul- 
tures brought to life the people, events, and ways of life of far away 
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places.” !” Greenberg’s discussion of Flanner and Mead not only indicates 
his personal admiration for them, but his reference to the New Yorker 
also reminds us that both Flanner and Mead—who had been the subject 
of a New Yorker profile—were known primarily to middle- and upper- 
middle-class Americans, the individuals who typically subscribed to the 
New Yorker." 

Mead, however, was known to a wider public, and Greenberg appreci- 
ated that throughout her career she had “retained the no-nonsense, plain- 
Jane style that made Coming of Age not only instructive but a good read. 
Whatever the quality of the ideas whizzing through her always open mind, 
she never developed airs; she handled abstract sociological theories like 
Julia Child working on a good slab of meat.” She had also come to “sym- 
bolize the challenges and triumphs of her sex in twentieth century 
America.” Greenberg’s reference to Julia Child alluded to another quint- 
essentially American woman who also became an icon, a symbol of mid- 
dle-class America’s postwar embrace of gourmet food and continental 
cooking. However, although all three women represent the hard won 
achievements of independent, career-minded American women, 
Greenberg singles out Mead for the distinction of having become a symbol 
both of and for twentieth-century American women.” 

Another editorial about Mead’s death made her populist appeal more 
explicit. Titled “2 Kinds of Leaders—Making Us Better,” it noted that fifty 
years earlier, in 1928, two events had occurred that “began to shape the 
American way of life. Margaret Mead published a book. Walt Disney drew 
Mickey Mouse. Each event made America—and the world—better.”*! 
Mead, the editorial pointed out, had become a leading scientist in a male- 
dominated profession as well as “an idol and advisor to young and old.” 
It also noted that, “with Coming of Age in Samoa .. . [Mead] suggested 
that Americans might just look at themselves as causing problems in the 
American way of life.””? Echoing sentiments similar to those of Guy 
Wright, this editorial also celebrated Mead for calling her fellow Ameri- 
cans to task and thus helping to make “America—and the world—better.” 

Margaret Mead, Mickey Mouse, Janet Flanner (and the New Yorker 
magazine), Julia Child, and Norman Rockwell have all come to represent 
different aspects of American culture to various segments of the American 
population over the course of the twentieth century. What is striking 
about this constellation of symbols, however, is the fact that Mead, unlike 
Flanner and Child, transcended the bounds of her own social class and 
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came to be known—as did Mickey Mouse and Norman Rockwell’s paint- 
ings—by a much broader range of American society than the more limited 
worlds of the readers of the New Yorker or Mastering the Art of French 
Cooking.” 

Finally, it is informative to see what foreigners had to say about Mead. 
In his obituary for Nature magazine, the British anthropologist Meyer 
Fortes acknowledged Mead’s “unique career” and “her boundless energy 
and phenomenal productivity” that earned her “world-wide fame.” He 
pronounced that she had “a place in the social history of the United 
States” because of her dynamic influence “on the development of educa- 
tion and moral ideas and values after World War II.”*4 

He ended his essay with the observation that “a phenomenon like Mar- 
garet Mead could perhaps not have emerged in any other country than 
modern America.”** Although he does not explain why he considers Mead 
to have been a distinctly American creation, it is telling that he made the 
observation.” For it is true that Mead was a distinctly modern American 
phenomenon, both in the sense that modern America, more than other 
country, has during the twentieth century perfected the creation of “phe- 
nomenon” such as Mead, of media celebrities in general and of academics 
as celebrities in particular. It is also true in the sense that Mead, more so 
than any of the other “visible scientists” with whom she has been associ- 
ated, came to be a truly American phenomenon, representing not only the 
achievements and struggles of twentieth-century American women but 
also a set of ideas and values that represent America and how Americans 
like to think of themselves: energetic, independent, open-minded, good- 
hearted, sometimes willful and sharp-tongued, but ultimately open to criti- 
cism and willing to change. Of course, as we will soon see, some of the 
very qualities that had endeared Mead to many Americans, also made 
her—and her fame—objectionable, especially to non-Americans. 


The Mead-Freeman Controversy as Media Spectacle 


Five years after her death Mead’s name was in the news again. On January 
31, 1983, the New York Times published a front-page article announcing 
that a “New Samoa Book Challenges Margaret Mead’s Conclusions.”” 
What was astonishing, in addition to the fact that the article appeared on 


Posthumous Mead 243 


the front page of the paper, was that the book would not be published for 
another two months. Harvard University Press gave the Times an advance 
copy of Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of an 
Anthropological Myth, written by Derek Freeman, a professor emeritus 
of anthropology at the Australian National University (ANU), assuming 
correctly that Freeman’s attack on Mead’s Samoan research—work that 
she had done in the 1920s—was so provocative they could not resist the 
scoop. And, indeed, for several months that spring, talk about Freeman’s 
accusations that Mead had simply been outright wrong in her conclusions 
about Samoan society reverberated through the halls of academia and 
throughout the media as well. 

Talk show hosts such as Phil Donahue devoted entire programs to the 
controversy. Since Mead had already been dead for five years it was 
impossible to hear her side of the story, but Freeman was flown over 
from Australia, and Mead’s daughter Mary Catherine Bateson (a ling- 
uistic anthropologist) often appeared on television in lieu of her mother, 
as did several other sociocultural anthropologists who had done research 
in Samoa. 

Derek Freeman, seventeen years Mead’s junior, had been born in New 
Zealand and received his doctorate in anthropology from Cambridge Uni- 
versity. He later went to Canberra to teach at ANU. After having been 
expelled from conducting further research in Borneo, where he had suf- 
fered a mental breakdown, in 1965 he went to Western Samoa to conduct 
research there, since he thought that Mead had been wrong in many of 
her Samoan findings. Although Freeman published a few technical articles 
about Samoan culture, he had published nothing critical of Mead’s Sa- 
moan research until his 1983 book.”* He waited so long, he said, because 
he needed access to archival records in American Samoa, which he was 
only able to get in 1981.” Freeman asserted that the Samoan people are 
intensely competitive; that they have high rates of homicide, assault, and 
rape; that they are extremely prone to fits of jealousy; and that not only 
are they not permissive of casual lovemaking, but that they practice a 
“cult of female virginity that is carried to a greater extreme than in any 
other culture known to anthropology.”*° On many accounts Freeman’s 
description of Samoan culture was diametrically opposed to Mead’s. 

In addition to the New York Times, many newspapers; magazines such 
as Time, Newsweek, and Life; and a slew of other popular and profes- 
sional science journals reviewed the book or covered the controversy.** 
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Science writer Hal Hellman even included the controversy in his book 
Great Feuds in Science: Ten of the Liveliest Disputes Ever.” Anthropolo- 
gists cited example after example of erroneous and self-serving scholar- 
ship in Freeman’s book: his use of partial quotes, his lifting material out 
of context, the spurious logic of some of his conclusions.*? While the ini- 
tial New York Times article reported that “several of Professor Freeman’s 
professional colleagues note that his own personality has complicated the 
dispute,” saying that, “He is, unfortunately, a difficult person,” the press 
did not mentioned Freeman’s personal history of mental breakdowns and 
his notoriously tempestuous temper.” 

Despite the many sound criticisms made of Freeman’s book, there are 
several reasons why his attack on Mead became such a media event. Fore- 
most among them was Mead’s fame. By the time Freeman published his 
attack, Mead was internationally renowned, dead, and unable to respond. 
Moreover, here was a little known David from “Down Under” taking on 
the reputation of a mighty American Goliath, albeit one unable to defend 
herself. The media loves controversy and the public is always eager to 
read or hear about the tarnishing of the reputation of the famous. 

Two additional dimensions of Freeman’s critique caused his book to be 
newsworthy. One was the impact Coming of Age in Samoa had on Ameri- 
can society. The media suggested that if Mead had been mistaken about 
aspects of Samoan culture then perhaps the American public had been 
misled in making changes to their own culture based on insights Mead 
had drawn from her Samoan research. In an article titled “Bursting the 
South Seas Bubble: An Anthropologist Attacks Margaret Mead’s Re- 
search in Samoa,” Time magazine stated the issue succinctly: 


The book [Coming of Age in Samoa] made Mead a hero among scholars and 
non-scholars alike. Bertrand Russell and Havelock Ellis liked her findings on 
sex, marriage, and child rearing and cited them often. Mead became the natu- 
ral ally of those who promoted free education, relaxed sexual norms and 
green-light parenting intended to give American youngsters the trouble-free 
adolescence enjoyed in Samoa. Says Manhattan Psychologist Otto Klineberg, 
“She had a very definite influence in shaping public opinion, similar to that 
of Dr. Spock. Mead and Spock reduced the emphasis on the biological side 


of childhood and adolescence and changed the pattern of child rearing.” * 


The article ended by saying that “if Freeman is correct, Mead succeeded 
in swaying the minds of liberal educators and psychologists mostly by 
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dramatic but mistaken references to primitive living.”°° The connections 
that Time alleged existed between Mead’s statements in Coming of Age 
in Samoa and the beliefs and practices of liberal educators and psycholo- 
gists were later expanded upon by Allan Bloom in The Closing of the 
American Mind. According to Bloom, “sexual adventurers like Margaret 
Mead and others who found America too narrow told us that not only 
must we know other cultures and learn to respect them, but we could also 
profit from them. We could follow their lead and loosen up, liberating 
ourselves from the opinion that our taboos are anything other than social 
constraints. We could go to the bazaar of cultures and find reinforcement 
for inclinations that are repressed by puritanical guilt feelings. ”37 

Bloom felt that the greatest damage to higher education and American 
democracy was caused by the idea of cultural relativism (a concept that 
he sometimes glosses as openness) that anthropologists like Mead intro- 
duced to Americans. “History and social science,” Bloom lamented, have 
been “used in a variety of ways to overcome prejudice. We should not be 
ethnocentric, a term drawn from anthropology, which tells us more about 
the meaning of openness. We should not think our way is better than 
others. The intention is not so much to teach the students about other 
times and places as to make them aware of the fact that their preferences 
are only that—accidents of their time and place.”** For Bloom, “all such 
teachers of openness had either no interest in or were actively hostile to 
the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution,” because both 
these documents already protect the rights of the individual regardless of 
race, sex, or class. Instead, what cultural relativism has done is eliminate 
the possibility of the quest for “the truth” and “the Good.” 3? 

Bloom published The Closing of the American Mind in 1987 during a 
decade when the country was experiencing a period of political conserva- 
tism under the leadership of President Ronald Reagan, his fellow Republi- 
cans, and the New Right. Freeman’s critique of Mead offered individuals 
such as Bloom, who considered the principle of cultural relativism that 
Mead and her fellow Boasians had expounded to be the source of many of 
the nation’s contemporary problems, additional fuel for their antiliberal, 
antimulticulturalist arguments.” 

Directly related to the issue of cultural relativism is the more general 
and long-standing debate within various fields of science referred to as 
“the nature-nurture debate.” The two are related through the concept of 
cultural determinism. Other terms for nurture include the [social] envi- 
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ronment or cultural determinism versus biological determinism or innate 
human nature. Mead was associated with the concept of cultural relativ- 
ism and also with the notion that cultural factors play as dominant a role 
in determining aspects of human behavior as biological factors. It was this 
issue—nature versus nurture, or biological versus cultural determinism— 
that Boas had charged Mead to investigate in Samoa. 

Just as E. O. Wilson had argued in his controversial 1975 book, Socio- 
biology: The New Synthesis,*! Freeman proposed a synthesis between bi- 
ology and culture. And like Wilson he too emphasized the role of biology 
as the primary determinant of human behavior. Freeman’s ultimate goal 
in his critique of Coming of Age in Samoa was to demonstrate the falsity 
of Mead’s conclusions about the importance of culture in the determina- 
tion of human behavior: “Mead was in error in her depiction of the 
nature of adolescence in Samoa... . This being so, her assertion in Com- 
ing of Age in Samoa of the absolute sovereignty of culture over biology 
is clearly invalid.”” 

While neither Mead nor Boas had ever claimed “the absolute sover- 
eignty” of culture over biology, Freeman claimed that Mead’s emphasis 
on cultural determinism had set anthropology on the wrong track. He felt 
it was his mission to rectify this mistake. Unlike Wilson, however, Free- 
man never provided a model or theory that explained how a synthesis of 
biological and cultural factors would work. However, science journalists 
used Freeman’s denunciation of Mead’s theory of cultural determinism 
as an opportunity to promote Wilson’s version of sociobiology as an alter- 
native explanation of human behavior.” 

It was exactly this aspect of the debate that prompted members of the 
Department of Anthropology at Columbia University to write a letter to 
the editor of the New York Times, published the day after the paper’s 
front-page article about Freeman’s book, that chastised the Times for un- 
critically accepting Freeman’s argument. They argued that, “the Mead- 
Freeman issue casts little light on heredity, or environment.” In fact, they 
said, “Freeman’s position is that the oppressiveness of Samoan society 
was the source of manifold behavioral disturbance among young people, 
a radically different view from Mead’s but still a cultural interpretation.” 
Moreover, “whatever may be the Samoan facts, subsequent research in 
other parts of the world has substantiated [Mead’s] essential theoretical 
stance” that was the position that most anthropologists supported. They 
concluded by noting that, “As for the reliability of ethnological data, this 
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is hardly the first time that anthropologists—and sociologists and physi- 
cists—have looked at the same thing and seen different facets of reality. 
This is called science.” 

But the damage had already been done. As Professor Bradd Shore said 
at a symposium about the controversy at Barnard that April: “The public- 
ity surrounding Derek Freeman’s unhappy book about Mead and Samoa 
has taken on something of a life of its own, strangely unconnected with 
anything approaching fact. In some corners one senses that peculiarly 
American joy at deconstructing yet another American hero, and in the 
process Margaret Mead and the enterprise of anthropology she helped to 
found have been distorted and trivialized.” 

Looking at the public image of anthropology and anthropologists from 
an angle that had received far less attention in the press than the focus on 
Mead and Freeman, James Sterba, a reporter for the Wall Street Journal, 
actually traveled to American Samoa in order to find out what impact 
Freeman’s book had on the Samoans.* Sterba found himself to be but 
another notebook-toting visitor to the “tranquil” islands: “To disrupt this 
modern, heavily subsidized tranquility has come of late an assortment of 
what Samoans call Palagis, or foreigners, with free love on the brain. They 
arrive in commuter planes from Pago Pago, carrying cameras, notebooks, 
TV equipment and word of a hubbub beyond the horizons.” Local Samo- 
ans, who had seen anthropologists come and go over the years, simply 
regarded Freeman as “the latest to assert that the Mead study was essen- 
tially bunk” and greeted the revelation “with the Samoan words for ‘So 
what’s new?’ ”47 

Doing a little investigative reporting, Sterba visited the local library, 
where he discovered that Coming of Age in Samoa had been checked out 
only twice in the last six years: “Much more popular is a book called 
Tales from the Margaret Mead Taproom, featuring Doonesbury comic 
strips by Garry Trudeau and satirical musings on modern Samoa by Nich- 
olas von Hoffman, who wrote that Samoans ”say they just made up every 
kind of sexy story for the funny palagi lady because she dug dirt. “*8 

Sterba also visited a village where he found an eighty-four-year-old 
woman, Soaifetu Taula, who had known Mead when she was in Samoa. 
Taula said that she had accompanied Mead on a sixty-mile boat trip to 
the village of Loaloa so that Mead could get her thighs tattooed in the 
traditional island manner. Although Taula warned Mead that the process 
would be painful, Mead had told Taula that she wanted the mark “so that 
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when she went back to America, people would pay to see her dance.” ® If 
one needed any additional proof to back up the statement that Samoans 
like to accommodate people by telling them what they want to hear, Tau- 
la’s story about Mead’s tattoo certainly provides it, along with evidence 
that they also have a great sense of humor! 

While Sterba spoke with American Samoans about Freeman and his 
criticisms of Mead’s Samoan research, a reporter for the New York Times 
spoke with the prime minister of Western Samoa about controversy. “To 
be frank,” Prime Minister Tofilau Eti said in his interview, “I think that 
both anthropologists are wrong. The best type of person to write about 
Samoa is a Samoan,” to which he added that his country has many quali- 
fied scholars educated mostly in New Zealand and Australian universities. 
Moreover, while he agreed with Freeman’s critique of Mead’s account 
of youthful sexuality being condoned by Samoans, he was incensed by 
Freeman’s assertions of high rates of rape, jealousy, and aggression in 
Samoan society.°’ Samoan scholars also spoke out against both Mead and 
Freeman, finding each of their descriptions to be a negative caricature of 
more complex and nuanced behavior.°! 


More Media Spectacles 


The irony of the Mead-Freeman controversy is, of course, that it made 
Freeman a media celebrity himself and acquired symbolic meaning.” It 
was no longer simply “Margaret and the Giant-Killer,” as one magazine 
described the controversy, but “the Anthropologist from the Antipodes” 3 
(Australia and New Zealand)>against the mighty Mead, symbol of the 
United States. This symbolic transformation occurred in two forms—a 
documentary film made for television by an Australian filmmaker, Fred 
Heimans, and a play titled Heretic, written by David Williamson, one of 
Australia’s best-known playwrights whose work for the stage and movie 
screen was widely known in Australia and internationally.“ 

The documentary, also titled Margaret Mead and Samoa, is not a bal- 
anced journalistic overview of the Mead-Freeman controversy but a con- 
tribution to the debate in its own right, as it purports to present startling 
new evidence that proves that Mead was duped by her Samoan infor- 
mants, and thus wrong in her conclusions about Samoan culture. 
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SYDNEYTHEATRECOMPANY presents 


HERETIC 


BY DAVID WILLIAMSON 








—~ Woodeul by Robert Gibbings 


“Sweet are the uses of adversity, 
Which like the toad, ugly and venomous, 
Wears yet a precious jewel in his head.” 


As You Like It, Act Il, Scene i 


Figure 9.1 Heretic playbill, 1995. (Wood engraving by Robert Gibbings. 
Playbill reproduced courtesy of the Sydney Theatre Company Archives) 


Although the film’s main character is Freeman, its dramatic climax is 
the revelation made by Fa’apua’a Fa’amu, an elderly Samoan woman who 
claims to have been one of Mead’s young informants. She tells us, via her 
Samoan interpreter, that she and her friends deliberately lied to Mead 
about their adolescent lovemaking in order to humor her by telling her 
what they thought she wanted to hear. As critics of the film have been 
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quick to point out, this kind of evidence does not prove anything. An 
admission of having lied to someone raises the suspicion that such an 
informant might easily lie again, perhaps even in the film.” 

Williamson’s play Heretic, which is also based on Freeman’s version of 
the Mead-Freeman controversy, is far more intriguing than Heimans’s 
rather pedestrian film. When Penguin Books Australia published the 
script in 1996, the year the play was first produced, they advertised it as 
“the most controversial play of the 1990s.”°** Although Williamson makes 
Freeman the hero of the play—he is “the heretic” of the play’s title—he 
allows himself to probe into the psyches of both Mead and Freeman, 
speculating as to what personality traits, sexual proclivities, and marital 
dramas might have led both individuals to take their respective intellec- 
tual positions. Williamson plays fast and loose with aspects of Mead’s 
personal life and career. For example, he suggests that Mead wrote Com- 
ing of Age in Samoa as a sexual fantasy story that resulted from an affair 
she had with a Samoan youth while in the field. He also probes deeply into 
Freeman’s past, giving his audience an image of a much more complex 
individual than Freeman himself ever reveals.” Even Williamson, how- 
ever, does not allude to the mental breakdown that Freeman had while 
doing research in Borneo. 

Clearly, Freeman relished the role of the heretic, for when Penguin reis- 
sued his book Margaret Mead and Samoa in 1996, it was given a new 
title: Margaret Mead and the Heretic.** In his own way, Freeman, like 
Mead, was an indefatigable self-promoter. After he read in the Anthropol- 
ogy Newsletter that I was writing a book about Mead and the media, he 
began to send me copies of articles he had written in response to critiques 
of his book and reviews of Heretic’s successful runs in Sydney and Auck- 
land. But unlike Mead, who never saw herself cast in the role of “the 
heretic,” or the outsider, Freeman was always fighting against being the 
underdog. His last attempt came in 1998 when he published another 
book, titled The Fateful Hoaxing of Margaret Mead. By this time the 
mainstream media took little note of yet another Freeman book on the 
same issue he had been pursuing for fifteen years. The anthropological 
community seemed to have tired of the tirade too, having suffered the 
negative effects of much of the publicity his first book had stirred up in the 
media. University of Chicago anthropologist David Schneider summed up 
the feelings of many anthropologists when he wrote: “Freeman’s book is 
not a serious, scholarly work but an unscientific personal attack on Mar- 
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garet Mead, who stands, in the eyes of many, for rationalist values. It is 
a work that celebrates a particular political climate [the ascendancy in 
the 1980s of what Schneider called ‘materialist, biologistic’ thinking] by 
denigrating another [the period of the 1920s when talk of the ‘science’ of 
eugenics was influencing political decisions such as immigration quotas 
in the United States].” 

When Freeman died in 2001, an obituary in the New York Times read 
“Derek Freeman, Who Challenged Margaret Mead on Samoa, Dies at 
84.” Despite all the public critiques of Freeman’s books that anthropolo- 
gists had made, according to the Times, Freeman’s challenge to Mead, 
although initially “greeted with disbelief or anger ... gradually won 
wide—although not complete—acceptance.”* 

As the Times obituary confirms, despite the fact that within anthropol- 
ogy Freeman’s attack on Mead led to a reevaluation of her work that not 
only acknowledged errors in her research but also vindicated her theoreti- 
cal argument regarding the role of culture in determining important as- 
pects of human behavior, outside the discipline, in the wider world of 
the general public and mainstream media, Mead’s reputation had been 
tarnished.“ What many individuals remember are not the detailed argu- 
ments anthropologists presented in her defense, but only that someone 
had “proven her to be wrong.” Reflecting—and helping to confirm—this 
popular opinion, in 1999, in its end-of-the-century issue on “The Centu- 
ry’s Greatest Minds,” Time magazine relegated Mead to a sidebar with 
the comment: 


The century’s foremost woman anthropologist, Margaret Mead was an 
American icon. On dozens of field trips to study the ways of primitive socie- 
ties, she found evidence to support her strong belief that cultural condition- 
ing, not genetics, molded human behavior. That theme was struck most force- 
fully in Mead’s 1928 classic, Coming of Age in Samoa. It described an idyllic 
pre-industrial society, free of sexual restraint and devoid of violence, guilt 
and anger. Her portrait of free-loving primitives shocked contemporaries and 
inspired generations of college students—especially during the 1960s sexual 
revolution. But it may have been too good to be true. While few question 
Mead’s brilliance or integrity, subsequent research showed that Samoan soci- 
ety is no more or less uptight than any other. It seems Mead accepted as fact 
tribal gossip embellished by adolescent Samoan girls happy to tell the visiting 
scientist what she wanted to hear.® 
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Thus, long after most anthropologists—especially those who had worked 
in the South Pacific themselves—had dismissed Freeman’s book as un- 
scholarly and unscientific, even going so far as to have the members of 
the American Anthropological Association vote to censure the book as 
“poorly written, unscientific, irresponsible and misleading,” the media 
had accepted at face value Freeman’s argument that Mead had been 
duped by her adolescent informers.“ It was not even an original idea, 
having already been suggested, albeit in jest, by Nicholas von Hoffman 
and Garry Trudeau in 1976, a full decade before Freeman and Heimans 
presented it in the film Margaret Mead and Samoa.“ 

The media had initially built Mead up as a popular heroine, and the 
media undermined her reputation with their handling of the Mead-Free- 
man controversy. Nonetheless, the media has not always been correct in 
its declarations about her. In 1983, for example, Time magazine predicted 
that as a result of Freeman’s attack on Mead, Coming of Age in Samoa 
would come to be regarded as “a curious artifact from an ancient war.” 66 
However, the book has not become a relic of the past. Not only did Harp- 
erCollins Perennial reissue a new edition of Coming of Age in 2001 during 
the Mead centennial year, but as recently as May 2005, Human Events 
Online, a Web publication of the National Conservative Weekly, included 
Coming of Age among the books it felt worthy of an honorable mention 
in its selection of the “Ten Most Harmful Books of the 19th and 20th 
Centuries.”°” Thus, while the Mead-Freeman controversy made Mead an 
equivocal icon, it did not entirely diminish her renown. In recent years, 
due to changes within the field of American anthropology and the growth 
of the Internet, Mead has apotheosized as the discipline’s totemic public 
anthropologist. 


The Mead Centennial Year 


The year 2001 saw a flurry of official activities at various univer- 
sities, scholarly institutes, and professional meetings in honor of the 
one-hundredth year of Mead’s birth on December 16, 1901. These events 
are particularly interesting in light of the Mead-Freeman debacle and 
its effects on Mead’s public image. How was Mead now regarded pro- 
fessionally and popularly after her reputation had undergone such a 
public drubbing? 
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Not surprisingly, the American Anthropological Association (AAA) 
sponsored a series of organized sessions at which anthropologists and 
historians were invited to present papers assessing Mead’s contributions 
to anthropology and her role as a public intellectual. As similar sessions 
had been held at the AAA meetings soon after Mead’s death, one might 
wonder what else there was to say about Mead and her career. While 
the presentations made at the earlier sessions had been eulogistic in 
tone, extolling Mead’s many achievements,“ by 2001 scholars had access 
to the voluminous Mead archives housed at the Library of Congress. The 
new perspectives on Mead presented at the AAA meetings and other 
scholarly symposia were based on detailed analyses of Mead’s field 
notes, correspondence, drafts of her various book manuscripts, and re- 
lated ephemera—newspaper clippings, announcements, cartoons, and 
memos—thus offering new insights into her innovative contributions to 
anthropology and American public life. Moreover, by this time the con- 
cept of public anthropology had emerged, and Mead was celebrated for 
her pioneering role as a public anthropologist.” The Library of Congress 
also mounted a special exhibition about Mead titled “Margaret Mead: 
Human Nature and the Power of Culture” that focused on Mead’s life 
and career as an anthropologist and featured material from the Margaret 
Mead Papers and South Pacific Ethnographic Archives at the library.” 

As we have seen, new archival research and fieldwork has also led to 
new critiques of other research of Mead’s—in particular, her interpreta- 
tion of her Arapesh data in Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive 
Societies.” Once again, although anthropologists fault Mead for her er- 
rors, there is also acknowledgment of how much she did get right in her 
Arapesh and other research.” However, unlike Freeman’s critique of 
Coming of Age in Samoa, no one has challenged the soundness of the 
larger theoretical point she made in Sex and Temperament about the cul- 
tural construction of what we now call gender, nor have any of these 
ethnographic critiques attracted the same degree of media attention. 

Much less attention was paid to Mead’s centennial by the popular 
media than by anthropologists. HarperCollins Perennial Classics (which 
had incorporated William Morrow) reissued Mead’s best-known books 
along with new introductions written by well-known individuals who had 
expertise in areas related to the topics of each book.” Another media 
event with national impact was a two-hour special about Mead on the 
nationally syndicated radio program, the Diane Rehm Show. Given that 
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Mead had a lengthy history of interacting with female radio talk show 
personalities from the 1940s on, it was telling that the most extensive 
media tribute to Mead was Diane Rehm, herself of a generation that 
would have grown up admiring Mead.” To judge by the mass media’s 
response, Mead at one hundred was of interest to an increasingly narrow 
public audience. 


Mead’s Legacy as Public Anthropologist 


Within anthropology things were different. As I noted in the Introduction, 
today many anthropologists regard Mead as one of the first—if not the 
first-—public anthropologists, and certainly the best-known anthropolo- 
gist who championed the use of anthropology for social change and for 
the betterment of her own society as well as non-Western cultures around 
the world. Thus, for example, undergraduate students at the University 
of Rochester used Mead’s well-known quote, “Never doubt that a small 
group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the world,” as the 
focus for a conference they organized around the theme “Change the 
World” in celebration of her centennial.” These students cared little about 
the details of the Mead-Freeman controversy, or what it might mean for 
Mead’s reputation as an anthropologist and social scientist. What was 
important to them was how Mead had made anthropology relevant to 
the world around her. For this new cohort of budding anthropologists 
(or at least of anthropology majors), she represented a set of beliefs and 
practices that demonstrated how useful an anthropological perspective 
and anthropological methods could be in grappling with social, eco- 
nomic, and political issues in the real world. 

For the Rochester students and others like them, Mead’s participation 
in UN-sponsored conferences on the environment, housing, and mental 
health; her interest in nutrition and culture; her role in the antinuclear 
movement; and her participation in the Scientists’ Institute for Public In- 
formation and the American Association for the Advancement of Sci- 
ence—in short, her role as a visible scientist, a social activist, and a con- 
cerned American citizen—had impressed them. This was the legacy that 
Mead had bequeathed to a younger generation who no longer yearn to 
go off to distant and exotic climes, but who instead are seeking to work 
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be A Hero For A Better World 


Margaret Mead ~ Better WorldHeroes.com 


Together We Can Greate A Better Worle! 


xa Every Bef af Canpassion Makes a Difference *** 





©) The BetterWorld Profect-Distribute freely-No celebrity endorsement implied 


Figure 9.2 Internet image of Mead used by the Better World Project as part 
of their “HeroPix” Project. (Image Courtesy of The Better World Project, 
www.betterworldheroes.com/mead.htm) 


right in their own backyards. It was also the image of Margaret Mead 
that the editors of the American Anthropological Association’s monthly 
newsletter referred to when in 1998 they called for a discussion among 
anthropologists of the relevance of anthropology to contemporary Ameri- 
can society. Projects such as The Wagon and the Star: A Study of American 
Community Initiative that Mead collaborated on in 1966 with social psy- 
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chologist Muriel Brown—an analysis of a series of successful community 
projects found across the United States—have contributed to Mead’s role 
as a symbol of the importance of anthropology not only to addressing 
problems of today’s complex, transnational world, but problems at home 
in our own neighborhoods, towns and cities as well. 


Why There Is No “Margaret Mead” 
in Anthropology Today 


In his discussion of the uses of great men, Ralph Waldo Emerson makes 
the humorous, but nonetheless perceptive, point that “every hero be- 
comes a bore at last.”” Once a hero dies, another individual will appear 
on the horizon to take his (or her) place. However, as Emerson also noted, 
the next man or woman who appears to the fill that role will not be the 
same type of hero as before, but from a quite different field: “now a great 
salesman; then a road-contractor; then a student of fishes; then a buffalo- 
hunting explorer.”’”” He was aware that every generation, every epoch, 
every culture, has its own particular heroes, specific to their own particu- 
lar time and needs. It is useful to keep Emerson’s words in mind as we 
consider why anthropology has not produced another Margaret Mead.” 
A more relevant question to ask might be, “What was it about Mead and 
the era in which she lived that allowed her, an anthropologist, to achieve 
the degree of national and international fame she had during and after 
her lifetime?” 

The answer lies in several quite specific attributes of Mead as an anthro- 
pologist and the ways in which these attributes and the discipline of an- 
thropology resonated with the period in which she lived. It was perhaps 
most significant that she was a woman. Mead understood this when she 
said, “I make much better newspaper copy as a woman than I would as 
a man.”” She came of age during a period of great change in the roles of 
women in American society. She was instrumental in shaping some of 
those changes and was in turn shaped by them. It was newsworthy when 
she transgressed various boundaries—professional, social, sexual, and 
gender—in what she did, what she said, and how she lived her life. 

Mead lived during a period when an anthropologist could become both 
a heroine and a celebrity. It is unlikely that any anthropologist will ever 
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achieve the same degree of fame as Mead did. This is not because anthro- 
pology will never attract anyone as smart and as media-savvy as she was. 
It is because the moment when an anthropologist could capture the pub- 
lic’s imagination and serve as a “representative” figure for much of Ameri- 
can society has ended. During the first half of the twentieth century in the 
United States, there was great intellectual and popular preoccupation 
with questions concerning race, sex, gender, culture, and civilization— 
questions that anthropology and anthropologists addressed either directly 
or indirectly in their work. In the marketplace of ideas, anthropology was 
a hot new commodity. For example, Mead first became famous as a popu- 
lar heroine at a time when American intellectuals were wrestling with the 
idea of culture—what exactly was culture? Did Americans have culture? 
What was the difference between culture and cultures? Were some cul- 
tures superior to others? It was also a time when “the primitivist project,” 
that is, the Western fascination with “primitive societies,” was in vogue. 
Mead’s early fame also corresponded with the height of the imperialist 
moment. Even the United States was engaged in imperial endeavors in 
the Pacific that entailed ruling and containing non-Western populations. 
There was interest in understanding these “savage” societies. Even into 
the 1960s it was a time when intellectuals such as Susan Sontag could still 
write about “the anthropologist as hero,” without being either ironic or 
cynical about the anthropological endeavor. 

Since Mead’s death, not only have other academics become critical of 
the twentieth-century anthropological enterprise, but anthropologists 
themselves have also engaged in a soul-searching “crisis of representa- 
tion,” rethinking traditional ethnographic practices, in terms of how and 
where their research is conducted and in terms of how they write about 
that research and represent other cultures.®° 

In other respects, anthropology may have been too successful. The eth- 
nographic concept of culture is now widely accepted, and its use is ubiqui- 
tous in common parlance. The practice of ethnography has expanded be- 
yond the narrow confines of the discipline and is now performed by 
scholars in a broad range of academic fields from sociology to film studies 
to English, American, and cultural studies. Any scholar who actually talks 
to someone these days claims to be “doing ethnography.” And “practic- 
ing” anthropologists are hired by businesses, government agencies, and 
international organizations that run the gamut from public relations firms 
and furniture manufacturers to the automotive industry and beyond. 
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With the demise of “primitive cultures”—and thus the subject matter that 
gave the discipline its distinct identity—anthropology, as Micaela di Leo- 
nardo has succinctly put it, has a PR problem.*! 

However, at the same time anthropology has evolved in ways that Mead 
would appreciate and approve of. Many of the current developments of 
a more public anthropology are actually practices that Mead either initi- 
ated or paved the way for through her own projects and her broad concep- 
tion of what anthropology could do. One reason to look anew at Marga- 
ret Mead is that the trajectory of her career as an anthropologist, which 
began with her work in the Pacific in the 1920s and 1930s, continued 
with her application of anthropological methods to the study of national 
problems during World War II, and culminated with her critiques of 
American culture and a focus on global social issues in the 1950s through 
the 1970s, presaged the parallel trajectory of anthropology during the 
twentieth century and into the twenty-first. 

Examples of some of these developments include work in the field of 
medical anthropology, especially the ethnographic study of the practice 
of medicine, and anthropological work in the field of mental health and 
health care delivery% and media anthropology. Mead was among the 
first anthropologists to suggest not only that films, photographs, and 
other media products could provide valuable insights into culture, but 
also that the study of the organization and process of their production 
was also culturally determined. She was one of a group of anthropolo- 
gists who transformed their wartime experiences adapting anthropologi- 
cal methods to the study of practical problems into the subdiscipline of 
applied anthropology.® Her study of nutrition during World War II, for 
example, initiated the anthropological study of food and nutrition in the 
United States. Mead’s initial work in the area of culture and personality 
has been transformed into various approaches to the study of psychologi- 
cal anthropology and cultural psychology, the latter an interdisciplinary 
field that has attracted both anthropologists and psychologists. Anthro- 
pologist William Beeman has even argued recently that Mead’s work dur- 
ing the 1940s on the study of culture at a distance was the intellectual 
and methodological precursor of today’s cultural studies.*’ 

Mead’s contributions to the development of the anthropological study 
of education began in 1930 with Growing Up in New Guinea and contin- 
ued throughout her career.** It can be argued that the study she and Rhoda 
Metraux undertook to determine the image of the scientist among Ameri- 
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can high school students was a precursor to today’s Science and Technol- 
ogy Studies (STS), as was her attention to the study of the impact of new 
technologies on different cultures.’ Although at the time many of Mead’s 
anthropological colleagues were disdainful of her interest in applying an- 
thropological methods to everyday problems, today Mead’s forays into 
these areas are recognized as groundbreaking, leading to the development 
of the discipline’s present focus on public anthropology. With this devel- 
opment of a more broad-based set of issues and wider range of audiences 
for anthropological studies we see the achievement of what Mead might 
have meant when she said to New Yorker journalist Winthrop Sargeant, 
“It’s All Anthropology.”” 


Mead’s Legacy: At Home, In Cyberspace, and Beyond 


When I visited former Life photographer Ken Heyman in his New York 
City apartment to talk with him about his lengthy friendship with Mead, 
he told me that he was in frequent spiritual contact with her. Before I left 
he showed me an altar he had dedicated to her, like a Chinese shrine to 
the ancestors, complete with incense and bright red cloth. Placed promi- 
nently in the center was a photograph of a smiling Margaret—one mostly 
likely that he had taken of her. For Heyman, Mead is still a strong spiritual 
presence in his life.”! 

Within the collective memory of many American anthropologists (at 
least those in their forties and older), Mead is also still a vivid presence, 
someone who manifests herself in a shared repertoire of anecdotes and 
legends that circulate whenever her name is mentioned. I cannot count 
how many times, upon mentioning that I was writing about Mead, that I 
was told the same story about her at the annual meetings of the American 
Anthropological Association (an event that Mead seldom missed if she 
could help it): A group of anthropologists were packed together in a hotel 
elevator. The elevator stopped and Mead got in. She stood there with her 
forked thumb stick grasped firmly in her hand, looked around her, and 
announced in a loud voice: “Someone has been having sex. I can smell it!” 

Whether this story is apocryphal or not does not really matter. As an- 
thropologists know, what matters is that I was told the story on numerous 
occasions, in different places, by different individuals when they found 
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out that I was writing about Margaret Mead. The story reveals several 
things, both about what anthropologists thought about Mead and what 
they think about anthropologists. The subject matter of the story—sex— 
is one that has been associated with Mead ever since she wrote Coming 
of Age in Samoa. The fact that Mead would blurt out in public something 
that was usually kept private indicates what some people thought about 
Mead’s style and personality; Mead had a reputation for saying contro- 
versial and provocative things. This anecdote certainly illustrated that di- 
mension of her image. And finally, there is the aspect of the story that 
alludes to insiders’ shared knowledge, or a stereotype of it: that anthro- 
pologists were thought to have affairs with their colleagues (and even 
more transgressive, sometimes with their graduate students) at the meet- 
ings. Mead had simply made public what many anthropologists privately 
knew—or believed, or wished—was going on. 

The telling of stories such as this one, an example of the informal di- 
mension of the myth-making process, is as important as the formal dimen- 
sions such as the symposia held during Mead’s centennial year and the 
textbooks and films that place Mead’s work within the official history of 
the discipline.” Although her name may no longer be a household word 
or as readily recognized as when she was alive and seen frequently on 
television, there is one public domain in which Mead’s legacy continues 
to live on, and even grow, and that is cyberspace. 

The Internet has provided a new means of immortality for Mead. 
Yahoo alone lists 3,840,000 links to “Margaret Mead,” while Google 
lists 1,950,000 and Google Images another 35,100, and these are just the 
largest and best known of the search engines.” Public schools in the 
United States and Papua New Guinea have been named for her; awards 
created in her honor such as the Society for Applied Anthropology’s Mar- 
garet Mead Award that is given to an individual who has brought anthro- 
pology to bear on wider social and cultural issues; one can download 
one’s favorite Mead quote and emblazon it on T-shirts, coffee mugs, or 
screen savers and mouse pads; and her image is used to promote every- 
thing from the legalization of marijuana to fat people’s pride. Mead lives 
on in popular culture. 

Aside from the omnipresent references to Mead as a twentieth-century 
female icon and role model for young women and girls (on the Internet 
Mead has returned to her original status as a popular heroine), another 
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frequent reference to Mead on the Internet, on posters, and as the epi- 
graph for various organizations’ flyers and Web sites is the now famous 
quote used by the University of Rochester anthropology students: “Never 
doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can change the 
world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.” There is a huge number 
of organizations and grassroots causes that use these words of Mead’s as 
an epigram, from the Cayuga Nation, a Native American group that is 
fighting to regain land in upstate New York, to the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency.” 

Although the exact origins of the quote have not been located in any 
of Mead’s published work (some attribute it to the first Earth Day celebra- 
tion in 1972, others think it may have first appeared in a newspaper article 
quoting Mead), the essence of the quote is directly related to the project 
Mead engaged in for The Wagon and the Star: A Study of American Com- 
munity Initiative.” The community projects analyzed in the book were 
exactly the type of small group, community-based, local endeavor that the 
quote refers to. Both the quote and the book are emblematic of another set 
of ideas and values that Mead has come to represent to Americans: the 
pioneering “can do” spirit that helped people settle the United States in 
the first place, and the importance of community, of a group of people 
taking the initiative to work together toward a common goal. The use of 
the quote also expresses a sense of Mead the Populist; that is, Mead as a 
symbol of “the populace,” the common people, and their democratic right 
to the freedom to control their own lives.”” The popularity of the quote 
and the frequency of its appearance on the Internet is an entirely new 
development in Americans’ popular response to Mead and a new source 
for the ongoing creation of Mead’s symbolic meaning in twenty-first-cen- 
tury American culture. 


In this book I have analyzed Margaret Mead as an American culture hero. 
I have examined how and why a young, outspoken female anthropologist 
who studied a series of small Pacific Island societies became an American 
celebrity and icon and what she would come to symbolize to American 
society over the course of the twentieth century. I have also sought to 
explain why Derek Freeman’s accusations of Mead were of such interest 
to the media and the American public. And why, despite the mainstream 
media’s uncritical acceptance of Freeman’s critique as valid, Mead re- 
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mains an important figure within anthropology, to the study of twentieth- 
century American intellectual and cultural history, and to a broad range 
of the American public. Many Americans have not been concerned with 
the details of Samoan ethnography or the issue of cultural versus biologi- 
cal determinism; what has been important to them has been Mead’s sym- 
bolism as a role model to other women, her brook-no-nonsense attitude 
and willingness to criticize her fellow Americans combined with her in- 
trinsic optimism, humanism, and wit, as well as her fundamental faith in 
the ability of individuals to grapple with problems and to find solutions— 
to come up with new social inventions, as she liked to say. 

She played a key role in our contemporary understanding of the social 
construction of gender roles—the different ways different cultures define 
what it means to be masculine or feminine. She was a champion for a 
more open attitude toward the expression of sexuality and for more toler- 
ance toward different forms of sexuality. And she supported equal rights 
and opportunities for all women and showed that women could both be 
good mothers and have a career. For these reasons, as well as the way in 
which she lived her own life, she has been seen as an icon of the modern 
twentieth-century woman. 

Because of the popular success of her early books about Samoa and 
New Guinea and because of her later unflagging efforts to bring an an- 
thropological perspective to bear on the study of a wide range of modern 
issues—from the generation gap to the impact of technology on devel- 
oping countries to the image of the scientist in American society—and her 
extensive public appearances, Mead came to symbolize anthropology for 
the American public. Underlying that symbolism are a substantive set of 
contributions that anthropology has made to modern American culture, 
including the ethnographic concept of culture now used in everyday dis- 
course, the concept that race is a cultural category not a biological reality, 
and the concept of cultural relativism that has infused twentieth-century 
American political liberalism with a sense of the importance of recogniz- 
ing cultural differences.”® 

As a result of Mead’s role as a “visible scientist,” someone who not 
only acted upon her conviction that science could help solve many of the 
problems of the modern world but who also believed that scientists have 
a duty to inform the public about the risks as well as the benefits of new 
technologies, Mead became a symbol of the scientist as involved citizen 
and the ethnographer as a public anthropologist. And as a scholar and a 
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scientist who embraced and mastered the media, Mead not only became 
a media celebrity but also a symbol of the social scientist and public intel- 
lectual. Finally, although she was considered “a citizen of the world” be- 
cause of her far-flung travels and her anthropological research, Mead re- 
mained first and foremost an American phenomenon and a complicated 
and contradictory American icon. 
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